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T hirty-three is the age we shall all be when we meet in heaven 
because Christ was thirty-three when he died. It's an interesting 
idea. One can't help thinking that the people who invent these 
things chose it because it's an ideal age, no longer one's first youth 
but not aging either. It was Sandy Caxton who told me this when I 
sat next to him at Ivor's birthday dinner, his thirty-third of course, 
and Ivor said afterward that Sandy had a store of that sort of 
wisdom. My own opinion is that Sandy was just changing the 
subject because I'd asked him if he lived in London. 


“I'm awfully sorry,” he said, “but I can't tell you that.” And, 
noticing my mystified look, “I used to be the Northern Ireland 
Secretary, you see, and we're not supposed to tell anyone where we 
live.” 


I did see. I should have known. Ivor told me there was even a 
bodyguard somewhere at the party, and wherever it was that Sandy 
lived the police with sniffer dogs searched the local church before 
he went to matins. Not that it did him any good in the end. They 
still got him at the time they chose. But more of that later. Iris had 
been sitting next to Ivor's friend Jack Munro, a favorite of hers, and 
it was rather reluctantly that she said good-bye to him, as she and I 
had to leave before the others. We had a trustworthy babysitter, but 
we wanted to get back to Nadine. She was our first child, the first of 
our four, and we were both so besotted that we fretted if we were 
away from her for long. Even to celebrate her uncle's heavenly 
birthday. Even when she was in the care of one of her 
grandmothers. 


There was one person close to Ivor (in a manner of speaking) 
absent from the party. 


“TIvor's girlfriend wasn't there,” I said as we were going up 
Fitzjohn's Avenue. 


“She wouldn't have been asked. You know Ivor. In some ways he's 
living in the distant past. One doesn't invite the mistress to meet 
one's friends.” Iris made the face she always used to make when her 
brother's peculiarities came up, her smile a little rueful. “Besides, 
having to spend an evening out with her instead of in with her he'd 
think a waste of time.” 


“It's like that, is it?” 
“It's probably only like that,” she said. 


Mention nis Name and most people will say, “Who?” while the rest think 


for a bit and ask if he wasn't “the one who got involved in all that 
sleaze back in whenever it was ...” 


Necessarily, because my brother-in-law was a politician through 
and through, I'll have to talk about politics. But increasingly I find 
how ignorant I am and how much the minutiae of politics bore me. I 
shall gloss over a great deal of this aspect of Ivor's life, only 
touching on what I hope are the interesting bits and, of course, 
because no one could speak of this period and leave them out, the 
departure of Margaret Thatcher, the coming of John Major, and the 
general elections of 1992 and 1997. 


I'm putting in Jane Atherton's diary. Not just some of it but the 
whole thing as it was sent to Juliet. Ivor's history and, come to that, 
Hebe Furnal's wouldn't be complete without it. The package arrived 
and then a letter under separate cover, as they say. Ivor never saw 
either. I don't suppose he even knew of the existence of the diary. 
Too much had happened to him for any more risk-taking, and he 
was keeping his head buried in the sand. Jane was a friend of Hebe's 
and about as unlike her, it seems, as two female creatures belonging 
to the same species and living in the same time can be unlike each 
other. I suppose she was of use to Hebe. Whatever else she may 
have done for her, apart from filling a role as foil to her particular 


charms, she provided her with alibis. The chances are that if she 
hadn't agreed to provide a certain alibi, none of this would have 
happened. 


I never met Hebe. I never even saw her. Like the rest of the world, 
I saw her picture in the papers after the accident, a pretty blonde, 
almost beautiful, with the looks of a model. And, also like the rest of 
the world, I confuse her with the other pretty blonde, the one the 
men thought they were taking when they took her, or the police or 
the press thought they were taking when they took her. The mystery 
of which girl was the intended victim was never publicly solved. 
How angry it made Ivor that anyone could mistake Hebe Furnal for 
Kelly Mason, though it seemed at first to his advantage that they 
did, as the assumption made by the police (or the press) moved the 
spotlight away from its search for him. And that's the way I see it, as 
if a flashlight was held in a hand that glanced probingly over dark 
corners, seeking for an instigator, its light once or twice nearly 
touching him before it shifted away. 


Hebe Furnal, twenty-seven years old, a housewife with a degree in 
media something or other and a two-year-old son called Justin. Wife 
of Gerry Furnal and mistress of Ivor Tesham, MP. “Mistress” is a bit 
of an archaism, but Iris used it and Ivor himself did when, a week or 
two after the thirty-third birthday, he asked me if I thought he 
should buy a flat for Hebe and visit her there. He would 
occasionally ask my advice, though of course he never took any 
notice of it. People don't, especially when they've asked for it. 
Anyway, Ivor had already made up his mind. 

“In some ways,” he said, “the idea appeals. You can imagine in 
what ways. But I don't think I will. It's too much like some 
eighteenth-century rake setting up his mistress in apartments in 
Shepherd Market.” 

“You can't afford Shepherd Market,” I said. 

“True. But I could afford Pimlico, say. Only I won't. It would lead 
to other complications.” 


There was more of this, but I'll come back to it. As to Kelly 
Mason, she was the “Checkout Chick,” the “Supermarket 
Cinderella,” who had married a television mogul and was famous 
for doing nothing but wearing blue satin with sequins and not being 
kid napped. Where is she now? Rumor has it that she's in a private 
psychiatric hospital, but a more likely story has her and her carers 
in the isolated villa on the South Pacific island her husband bought 
for her. Whichever it is, it seems to be true that she is hidden away 
because she is too afraid to live in the world, and without Ivor's 
intervention in her life, unintentional though it was, she would be 
the happy occupant of a house in the Bishops Avenue and perhaps 
the mother of Damian Mason's children. 


To intropuce rou to Ivor—you may not remember him from the days 
when he was a minister in John Major's government—I don't think I 
can do better than give you his entry in Dod's, the directory of 
Members of Parliament: 


Ivor Hamilton Tesham, Born January 12 1957. Son of John Hamilton Tesham 
and Louisa, neé Winstanley; Educated Eton College, Windsor; Brasenose 
College, Oxford (MA law); Single; Called to the Bar 1980, Lincoln's Inn; 
Barrister specializing in Commercial Law. Contested Overbury 1987 general 
election; Member for Morningford since by-election January 27 1988. 
Committees: Foreign Affairs, Defence; PPS in 1989 to John Teague: as 
Secretary of State for Defence; in 1990 UnderSecretary of State in the 
Department of Defence; in 1992 Minister of State for Air Power Overseas in 
the Department of Defence; Recreations: Theatre, music, reading; Address: 


House of Commons, London SW1. 


I've known him since he was a small boy in Ramburgh and I was 
five years older. Though we moved away when I was eight, I was 
born in that village, as were Ivor and my wife. They look a lot alike, 
Ivor and Iris, and he is three years her senior. They are both tall and 
dark and slender. Sandy Caxton said Iris had the face of an Israelite 


princess, Rachel weeping for her children, though the only Jewish 
blood she and Ivor have came into the family in the early nineteenth 
century. I'm told Ivor was very good-looking, but I'm no judge of 
that. When he and I walked into a restaurant or a bar together I've 
seen women turn and look, and I'm pretty sure they weren't staring 
at me. 


When all this happened he had been “seeing” (as he put it) Hebe 
Furnal for about a year. Prior to that an actress called Nicola Ross 
had been his girlfriend, and when the end came they parted 
amicably. I don't know why they did or why it was amicable, 
though Iris told me it had nothing to do with Hebe's coming onto 
the scene. She seemed to think the Nicola Ross affair wasn't exciting 
enough for Ivor. They were both single and unattached. Some said 
they were made for each other. Nicola, who he always called Nixie, 
was a suitable woman for an MP to be going about with, a 
handsome blonde with an increasingly successful career, a year or 
two older than he. He had even taken her to Ramburgh House to 
meet his parents, but he had never quite reached the point of 
moving in with her or asking her to move in with him. That was his 
way, though. He had never lived with a woman. Then came the 
break-up and Hebe Furnal. When he asked if he could borrow our 
house (for a never fully explained purpose) he told me how they had 
met. 


“It was at a reception in the Jubilee Room,” he said. “I don't know 
if you've ever been in there. It's up a grim sort of flight of stairs at 
the far end of Westminster Hall. We were waiting for the seven 
o'clock vote and I'd nothing to do. Jack Munro said why not come 
along to this reception. It was being given in aid of a charity called 
HALT—the Heart and Lung Trust.” 


“T heard someone make one of those appeals for them on the 
radio,” I said. 


“Yes, well, Jack said I might as well come along and get a free 
drink, which means the gnat's piss which passes for Sauvignon in 
the Jubilee Room. Anyway, I went. The HALT fund-raiser's a man 
called Gerry Furnal, but I never met him. I met his wife instead.” 


He smiled that little reminiscent smile of his. 
“Go on,” I said. 


“You know how these things sort of hit you. She's got the most 
amazing legs, as long as some women are high, if you see what I 
mean. And a lot of other things too. Her hair's a very pale blond and 
it reaches to her waist. I didn't lose any time. I went up to her and 
said, ‘Ivor Tesham. How do you do?' and she said, ‘Hebe Furnal. I do 
very well, thanks, a lot better than I did five minutes ago.' Here was 
a woman after my own heart, I thought, so I pointed to the monitor 
up on the wall and I said, ‘You see that green screen up there? Well, 
in about five minutes a bell will come up on that, the word Division 
will appear in white letters and I'll have to go and vote.' ‘Then I'd 
better give you my phone number, hadn't I?' she said. ‘Have you got 
a good memory?’ ‘Marvelous,' I said, and just as she gave it to me 
the green bell appeared. I ran down the stairs and all the way across 
Westminster Hall, repeating that phone number over and over, with 
the division bell ringing, and I leapt up the stairs and along the 
corridor into the Members' Lobby. I was still saying that number in 
my head as I went to vote, but I picked up a bit of paper as I passed 
through and wrote it down. 


“And that was the start of it. I phoned her next day. We manage 
to meet about once a fortnight and I'm going to have to do some 
thing about that, but meanwhile will you lend me your house for a 
Friday night somewhere around May seventeenth?” 


“Sure,” I said. “We always go to Norfolk on Fridays anyway.” 


I hadn't hesitated. He wasn't just my brother-in-law but a great 
friend too. I didn't say to myself, this is a married woman living 
with her husband that you're encouraging Ivor to sleep with. By 
lending him your house your're facilitating an illicit love affair. Of 
course I didn't. I didn't say, you're helping to make an innocent 
husband unhappy and perhaps deprive a small child of his mother. 
One never does say things like that. I didn't even think them. Our 
house in Hampstead was very suitable for clandestine goings-on, 
ideal really. 


He and Hebe Furnal usually met at his flat in Westminster. It was 
a long way for her to come from where she lived, somewhere up in 
West Hendon, the far side of the North Circular Road. The “sticks,” 
Ivor called it and sometimes the “boondocks.” I never saw her house 
and, for that matter, nor did he. Before she left for their meetings 
she had to wait for the HALT fund-raiser to get home, because 
someone had to be with her little boy, Justin. Ivor told me on 
another occasion that he and Hebe had more phone sex than actual 
sex, every day in fact, and even this was sabotaged—his word, his 
PPS to a Defence Secretary's word—by interventions from two-year- 
old Justin shouting, “Don't talk, Mummy, don't talk.” 


I've said I didn't hesitate about lending him our house, but did I 
approve? Did Iris? She certainly didn't and she told him so. I tried 
not to be judgmental, and what I felt wasn't any sort of moral 
condemnation but rather something that was near to physical 
distaste. It made me squeamish to think of this girl, this young 
mother—I don't know why her being a young mother should make 
it worse, but somehow it did—going home from Ivor to her husband 
in a taxi paid for by Ivor and deceiving her husband with tales of 
the cinema she'd been to or the meal she'd had with a girlfriend. 
Going perhaps from Ivor's lovemaking to her husband's within the 
same few hours. And I simply didn't understand. I didn't understand 
why he'd want to do this or she would. I'd have understood even less 
if I'd known then the kind of things they did, she and Ivor, their 
games and dressing up and enactments. Iris, who did understand 
without sympathizing, explained to me, or tried to, how it was as if 
Ivor and she had found each other out of all the world, two people 
with exactly the same tastes, the same feverish desires, the same 
breathless greed. Love? I don't think so. I only know it was nothing 
like what Iris and I had and have. 


For tHe Best part of the nineteenth century, a Tesham had rep resented 


Morningford in Parliament. Then there was a long period of Liberal 
members until Ivor's grandfather had the seat from 1959, when Ivor 


was two, until 1974. The man who succeeded him died while at the 
Conservative Party Conference in 1987, Ivor stood in the consequent 
by-election and won by a majority of just nine thousand. He was 
thirty-one, young to be in Parliament, exception ally so, and very 
ambitious. A former president of the Oxford Union, he was 
something of an orator, made a memorable maiden speech, and 
would have been on his feet at every available opportunity but for 
Sandy Caxton advising him not to speak too often. Members notice 
excessive eloquence and remark on it, not always favorably. 


In 1989 he was made PPS to the Secretary of State for Defence. In 
case you're like I was and don't know what that means, those letters 
stand for Parliamentary Private Secretary and set the holder of the 
office on the first rung of the ladder of political achievement. With 
luck and hard work, he would next be made a whip and then junior 
minister. Ivor played down his functions, as people in his position 
usually do, and said it meant dogsbody, someone who ran errands 
and kept himself au fait with his minister's diary, but you could see 
he was elated by the appointment. 


The media weren't quite so intrusive or so savage as they are 
today, but they were watchful, especially of young Conservative 
hopefuls. There had been scandals and sleaze. Margaret Thatcher 
had been prime minister a long time and, as always when long 
terms seem to be endlessly protracted, coups are talked of and plots 
and rebellions. But you'll remember all this and whatever I'm telling 
you, it's not a political assessment. 


It's an account of a rise and a fall. 


A couptz or Weeks after the birthday, Ivor asked me to dinner in the 
Churchill Room, a Commons dining room on the ground floor off 
the corridor that leads to the terrace. He said no one else would be 
invited; he wanted to talk to me about a matter that had nothing to 
do with politics or the Commons. It soon emerged that my advice 
was to be asked about the Hebe Furnal affair. 


As I've said, he'd decided against buying her a flat and to continue 
in the unsatisfactory way they were carrying on their illicit 
meetings. He had already asked to borrow our house at some time 
in May, which was four months ahead, and when he mentioned it 
again I was a bit apprehensive. I thought he might be going to ask if 
he could use it on a regular basis. But I soon saw that this wasn't 
what he wanted. He had his own flat. The difficulty was not that 
they had nowhere to go—he could after all have used a hotel—but 
that for most of the time Hebe was Justin-bound. 


“It's supposed to be the way to keep a relationship from flagging,” 
I said. “I mean, making it hard to meet and the meetings few and far 
between.” 


“T hate that word relationship,” he said, looking peevish. “Sorry, 
but the very sound of it puts a damper on things. Think of meeting 
someone you're mad about, like I am about Hebe, and saying, ‘I 
want to have a relationship with you.' Do you think people actually 
say that?” 


That made me laugh. I said I didn't know, I wouldn't be surprised. 


“Anyway, our affair isn't flagging. It doesn't get the chance to flag. 
I don't think it would if we met every day. Not that there's any 
prospect of that, the way things are.” He paused and gave me a 
sidelong look. “I haven't asked her yet, but I'm thinking about it—I 
mean of asking her to leave Gerry Furnal.” 


“And move in with you?” Remembering his time with Nicola 
Ross, I was surprised, but it turned out that this wasn't in his mind 
at all. 


“Not exactly,” he said, looking at me and looking away. “I've 
decided against buying, but I thought of renting a place for her.” 


“You mean she's to leave her husband and not live with you but 
live in a rented love nest? And what about the little boy?” 


I was very child-conscious at the time; still am, but in a more 
level-headed way. In the spring of 1990, when Nadine was six 
months old, my eyes were caught by every baby and infant I passed 
in the street. I couldn't read about child cruelty in the papers. I 


couldn't look at those pictures the NSPCC put out in their publicity. 
Someone took Iris and me to the opera, it was Peter Grimes, and I 
had to go outside when it got to that bit about Grimes being at his 
exercise and he's beating the boys. So my mind went at once to two- 
year-old Justin Furnal. 


“She'd bring him with her, you know,” I said. 


“Do you think she would?” he said. “I hadn't thought of that. It 
would be a bit of a drawback.” 


I'm very fond of Ivor, but I wasn't then. As sometimes happened, I 
came near to disliking him for a moment or two. I'd be aware of his 
charm and that sort of dashing reckless quality he had, and then 
he'd say something to turn it all around, almost shocking me. 


“Even supposing she left her husband, and it doesn't seem to me 
you've any reason to think she would, what happens next? Furnal 
and she would get divorced surely and she'd get custody of Justin.” I 
used his name because calling him “the child” was distasteful. 


“But would she, Rob? I mean, she'd have been the one committing 
adultery.” 


I told him he was supposed to be a lawyer and hadn't he ever 
heard of no-fault divorce? Unless she was a criminal or a druggie 
she'd get custody, never mind how saintly Gerry Furnal might be. 


“T hadn't thought of that,” he said. “I couldn't stand having that 
child around. It's bad enough when we're talking on the phone.” He 
seemed not to notice my slight recoil. I took a deep swig of my 
wine. “If Gerry divorced her I'd have to marry her, wouldn't I?” 


“Ivor,” I said, “for someone so advanced in your sexual tastes”—I 
remembered in time I'd better not admit to knowing what Iris had 
told me in confidence—”you're surprisingly old-fashioned. A 
mistress in a love nest, a clandestine love affair, and now you think 
you'd have to save her honor. Of course you wouldn't have to marry 
her, but I think you'd have to share your home with her. You'd have 
to live with her.” 


“T hate that word home,” he said. “In that context, I mean. Ghastly 
Americanism. Can't you just hear some fat woman talking about her 
lovely home? Oh, I'm sorry, I'm a bastard.” 


I asked him tentatively if he'd given any thought to what the press 
might make of all this. 
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“At least you didn't say the ‘print media.' “ He laughed. “I may be 
a new PPS,” he said, “but I'm still a very small fish in a huge pond. 
My God, I've just realized, that's what ‘small fry' means, isn't it? 
Small fish. We live and learn. There's a pretty awful play by Barrie 
that Morningford Amateur Dramatic Society put on. It's called Mary 
Rose and of course I had to go and see it. Someone says, ‘We live 
and learn,’ and the reply is, ‘We live at any rate.' It's the only good 
line in the play.” He smiled his small half-smile. “The press isn't 
interested in me having a girlfriend. Prurient they may be when it 
suits them, but even they allow for a bit of sex in people's lives.” 


“When the sex involves a girlfriend who's married and living with 
her husband?” 


“They don't know that, do they? They don't watch her house or 
mine. If one of them happened to be passing on the relevant evening 
once a fortnight, all they'd see is a beautiful blond girl coming to my 
block. Might be visiting anyone. Might live there.” 


“T don't know,” I said. “I just think you ought to be careful.” 


In the months to come I was to remember this conversation. It 
made me think about the unforeseen and how we walk all the time 
on that thin crust that covers terrible abysses. Things might so easily 
have been different from what they are if a word spoken or a word 
withheld hadn't changed them. If Ivor, for instance, had said “no” 
instead of “yes” when Jack Munro asked him to that reception in the 
Jubilee Room. 


I get my surname, Delgado, from my grandfather, who came to this 
country from Badajoz in the 1930s, and I sometimes think it's a 
blessing I seem to have inherited a thin gene along with the name, 
which is Spanish for slim. It would be a liability for the overweight 
to be saddled with the name. But I'm thin and tallish and otherwise 
in conspicuous, sallow and bespectacled—to please Iris I'm at last 
thinking of getting contact lenses—with an unexpectedly deep voice 
and, for some reason, an almost silent laugh. I laughed in my noise 
less way when Iris said Ivor was borrowing our house because its 
rafish kitschy interior was appropriate for his purpose. 


At that time we had a cottage in the country quite near Iris's 
family home in Ramburgh and another cottage or little house in one 
of the cobbled mewses of Hampstead. This was the place we were to 
lend Ivor. It had been a wedding present from Iris's parents, who 
had bought it for us with all the decor and furnishings fashionable 
in the 1930s, when the Hollywood Moderne style was in vogue, and 
unchanged by the previous owners. Coming in from the mews, it 
was quite a shock. The outside of the house was nineteenth-century 
brickwork hung with clematis and roses, green shutters at the 
windows, and a lantern over the front door. Visitors walked in on 
chrome, black, and silver, scuffed white leather furniture (soon to be 
stained by Nadine and her younger brother coating it with raspberry 
jam and Marmite), a great mural of the New York skyline at night, 
and a wall-size black and yellow abstract framed in aluminium. 
Upstairs was worse, or the larger of the two bedrooms was. Our 
huge bed—was this what appealed to Ivor?—was very low, its 
mattress almost on the floor, which was covered in once-white 
shagpile. Someone before our time had spilled about a pint of coffee 
on it, or that was one view to take. Iris said it was more as if a 


former owner had given birth there. We meant to cover the stain 
with a rug, just as we meant to give the house a makeover when we 
could afford it. I insisted we keep the circular mirror that had 
lightbulbs all round its frame and reminded me of an old film 
magazine photograph I'd once seen of Claudette Colbert's house in 
Beverly Hills. 


I asked Iris what Ivor meant by “appropriate for his purpose.” 


‘The right atmosphere,' was what he said. I didn't ask what sort of 
atmosphere he wanted.” 


“T don't suppose we shall ever know,” I said. 


Wep been invireD to the theater by Ivor that evening and we looked on 
it as a celebration for him. He had just been made a whip. The play 
was Julius Caesar, with a famous theatrical knight as Brutus and 
Nicola Ross playing Calpurnia. After it was over we all went round 
to Nicola's dressing room to have champagne and take her out to 
supper. It wasn't my business even to wish it, but I couldn't help 
reflecting how much better it would be if she and Ivor were still 
together and it was she he was thinking of living with. After a 
minute or two the young black actor playing Casca put his head 
round the door and Nicola called him in. She introduced him as 
Lloyd Freeman, and we were soon all talking about black people 
taking parts that had been intended for white actors. Was it a 
problem? If audiences could suspend their disbelief in middle-aged 
women playing Juliet and fat divas singing tubercular Mimi, why 
not accept a black Mark Antony? Lloyd said he was lucky to have 
the part he had, but he'd only got it because it was a very small one. 
Could we imagine him in a Pinero revival, for instance? 


We talked about black and Indian characters in books all being 
comic or evil up to World War II and beyond, and Othello the only 
serious role for a black man, and I was starting to wonder how 
Lloyd made a living, when he said he also drove for a minicab 
company in which he was a partner with a friend. Ivor was 
interested—Iris and I agreed afterward that he probably wanted to 


use one of these minicabs for taking Hebe home after their meetings 
—and Lloyd gave him a card. After that Lloyd went home and we 
went off to supper. 


I never saw him again, and I don't suppose I ever gave him a 
thought until the time of the accident. The papers had photographs 
of him too, though not so many as of Hebe. He was a good actor, 
and whenever I see a play on the West End stage with black people 
in the cast I think of him. Because the impossible, which was the 
view he took, has happened. I saw a black Henry V last year and a 
black Henry VI last week, and I thought how I might have seen 
Lloyd in Julius Caesar again, but playing Cassius this time. I never 
can because he's dead. It wasn't Ivor's fault that he died, but without 
Ivor he'd no doubt be alive today. He was thirty-two, so he'll have to 
age another year when he gets to heaven. 


The other man, Dermot Lynch, I never met. I heard his voice once 
when I was in Ivor's flat. He had come around to collect Ivor's car 
and take it away for a service. “I'll pop the keys through the door as 
per usual, guv,” I heard him say, and I wondered whether Ivor, who 
expected to be called “sir,” would object to being addressed like a 
police inspector in a sitcom. He can't have minded much, because 
Dermot Lynch was the other man he chose to carry out the birthday 
present. 


I shall call it that now because it's as “the birthday present” that 
Iris and I referred to it, rather than as “the accident,” whenever we 
spoke of it in the future. Back in the early part of 1990, of course, 
we had no idea what Ivor was planning, only that he wanted our 
house on the nearest Friday to May seventeenth, and after a time we 
gathered this was Hebe's birthday. He bought her a present as well, 
a string of pearls, and, in an unusual display of openness, showed it 
to us. 


“They're beautiful,” Iris said, “but the trouble with pearls is that 
you have to be an expert to tell whether they're worth thousands or 
they came from a chain store.” 


“That's not the trouble,” Ivor said. “That's the point. She can wear 
them and Furnal won't know she didn't buy them herself.” 


Ivor was a good constituency MP. Even after he got to be a minister he 
still went down to Ramburgh most weeks to hold his Morningford 
surgery on a Saturday morning. If the weekends he spent in London 
were usually free, the ones in Norfolk weren't. Especially in the 
summer, there would be an appearance to put in at some local 
festival or f'te and often a dinner to attend and speak at in the 
evening. There was always a cause that needed his patronage or a 
concern one of his constituents wanted raised with the relevant 
minister. At the time of the birthday present or just before it was the 
proposal to close a local hospital, the kind of place they used to call 
a “cottage hospital,” he was opposing. He'd attended all the 
meetings of the Hands Off Our Hospital committee but he drew the 
line at taking part in the march through Morningford culminating in 
a mass demo in the town square. It was a Conservative government 
that supported the hospital closure and he was, after all, a 
Conservative whip. As he put it, he didn't want the wrong sort of 
limelight. He was very aware of this sort of thing, perhaps 
neurotically aware. 


When he visited his constituency he stayed at Ramburgh House 
with his parents, a place considered by John and Louisa to be as 
much his as theirs. They had told him that when he married they 
would give it up to him and move into the lodge, quite an attractive 
but much smaller house at the eastern end of the estate. It seemed 
to me that they were safe for years, as marriage was the last thing 
on Ivor's mind. 


Ramburgh House was a biggish Queen Anne place, one of those 
manor houses that stand in the center of the village, separated from 
its main street only by a narrow strip of grass and paving and 
approached through an arch in a high brick wall. All the land, the 
garden, the park, and a couple of meadows and woodland were at 
the rear, and the lodge stood about half a mile away, at the end of 


what they called the East Avenue, a lane running between a double 
row of lime trees. It's a measure of Ivor's old-fashioned (and slightly 
absurd) sense of the dignity due to the landed gentry that he called 
the lodge “the dower house.” 


I don't suppose there is anything particularly remarkable about 
the grounds—the land is flat, its only distinguishing feature the little 
river running between rows of alders—and the house itself gets only 
a terse paragraph in Pevsner's Buildings of Norfolk. But Ivor was very 
fond of the place and, if his father behaved like a squire of old, he 
conducted himself a bit like the heir apparent, having the vicar and 
his wife to dinner and dropping in on the locals to hear their 
complaints about rents and repairs. Now, of course, most of the 
locals have died and the places they lived in have become weekend 
cottages for Londoners. 


Our own cottage was ten miles away but well within Ivor's 
constituency. We voted in Hampstead and we had the right to vote 
in local elections, though not in parliamentary ones. It wasn't easy 
for us to attend any of those functions Ivor spoke at, but we did 
manage to get along to the Morningford Eel Feast, an annual thrash 
in the town hall whose origins were lost in antiquity. Traditionally, 
only local eels were consumed, but these had become scarce over 
the years and it was rumored that half of those eaten at the April 
1990 feast came from Thailand. I don't know if there are any eels in 
Thailand or if we import them if there are, but this was the story 
that went around the tables that year. Iris and I were able to go 
because the feast happens at lunchtime, so we could take Nadine 
with us. 


Ivor made a speech, a very good speech I suppose it was, with the 
requisite eel jokes and stories about the glorious past of 
Morningford and its even more illustrious future, nothing about the 
hospital closure but rather a lot about the benefits the then 
government had brought to the town. Just the same, I wasn't sorry 
when Nadine started to grizzle and then to scream and we had to 
take her out. I heard afterward that there had been one or two 
sticky questions put to Ivor, the most awkward being how long 


would Margaret Thatcher remain prime minister. Apparently, he got 
around it by heaping praise on her. 


Very unusually for him, he had no engagement that evening and 
he came over to Monks Cravery to see us. Iris asked him how Hebe 
was and he said fine and he'd already told her about the pearls. This 
is a strange business, asking people how they are or someone close 
to them is. We all do it all the time, and now we're doing it even 
more than we did seventeen years ago. But the last thing we want is 
to hear about someone's state of health, and nothing is more boring 
than to be told in reply that they woke up feeling under the weather 
but they're a bit better now apart from a slight headache. No, what 
we expect is to hear news or details of some recent experience or 
escapade or even to be shocked by death and disaster. Iris wasn't 
anticipating anything like that, but nor was she content with Ivor's 
short response. 


“Well, tell us, was she pleased?” 


“Of course,” he said. “Who wouldn't be? She'd been telling me for 
months how much she loved pearls. Of course she'd be pleased.” 


I mention this because those pearls figured quite importantly in 
what was to come. Not for a long time, not until the quiet period 
when it seemed the birthday present (I mean the other one) was far 
in the past and Ivor had begun to think it was all over. Begun to 
think the terrible fear was gone forever and nothing like it would 
ever come again, his sleepless nights and his dread of newspapers. 
Gerry Furnal was married to his second wife, Justin was growing up 
and was soon to have a half-sister. But through the years those 
pearls must have lain in their black leather velvet-lined case in a 
drawer somewhere in Gerry Furnal's house in his distant suburb or 
journeyed back and forth in Jane Atherton's handbag, their presence 
accepted by Furnal as he accepted Hebe's other jewelry, the stuff 
from Oxfam shops and Costa Brava market stalls. If they weren't 
worth a king's ransom (are kings ever held to ransom?), their value 
was probably the same as that of all the Furnal furniture and 
equipment put together. 


Lonc AFTERWARD, WHEN it was confession time, advice time, and desperate 
help-seeking time, Ivor told me about meeting Lloyd Freeman once 
more at a party given by Nicola Ross. Nicola was always giving 
parties; no reason such as an anniversary or Christmas was needed 
to excuse them. Iris and I had been invited but couldn't find a 
babysitter. 


Shy people get to parties early because if they're among the first 
they won't have to walk in on a roomful of unknown guests. Ivor 
wasn't shy, far from it, and on this occasion he didn't arrive until the 
party had been going for about an hour. He intended, of course, to 
stay late. Nicola always invited too many people and the place was 
crowded. Ivor pushed his way through the throng, avoiding those he 
didn't want to talk to because they bored him, and came face-to-face 
with Lloyd. They talked for a minute or two, the usual how-are-you- 
what-have-you-been-doing stuff, Ivor said, and then he thought he 
might as well put his proposition to Lloyd there and then. By that 
time, he had already spoken to Dermot Lynch and Dermot had 
agreed. 


A waiter hired for the occasion was going round refilling glasses 
and both of them had some more Merlot. In those days quite 
abstemious, Ivor always drank a lot at parties, though he never 
showed a sign of it as far as I could see. Lloyd, he said, gave him the 
impression of being one who stoked up on free wine when he got 
the chance. Ivor reminded him of what he'd told him in Nicola's 
dressing room about his minicab business. Would he do a driving 
job for him? He needed a posh sort of car (his words), maybe a 
black Mercedes with blacked-out windows in the rear. It was to pick 
up a girl and bring her to a house in Hampstead on a Friday evening 
in a few weeks' time. There'd be a second driver if need be. 


“Tt sounds okay,” Lloyd said. “How far would it be?” 
“Five or six miles. No more. Five hundred pounds.” 
Lloyd went quiet. “What's the catch?” 

“No catch,” said Ivor, “but complications.” 


“Look, why don't you call me? I've got to go. My girlfriend's 
looking for me.” 


She came up to them, took Lloyd's arm, and pulled him away. 
That was the first time Ivor saw her, a very pretty dark-haired 
woman, but white like a Spaniard or a Portuguese, with magnificent 
breasts shown off in a low-cut top. The ankles weren't mentioned at 
that time. Ivor noticed the breasts, as any man would, and the 
lovely face and full red lips, but she wasn't his type and he thought, 
he said, of Hebe's extravagant slenderness and delicate features and 
cascading fair hair. He asked himself too, in that moment, what the 
hell he was doing longing for a woman who ought to have been 
there at the party with him, a married woman who wanted the best 
of both worlds, a husband and a lover, and who couldn't escape 
more than once a fortnight. But longing and reproaching himself 
didn't stop him going on with the birthday present. 


He phoned Lloyd the following week and arranged to meet him 
and Dermot Lynch in a pub in Victoria. He didn't know it and 
neither of them had ever been there before. That was the point, I 
suppose. Lloyd got there first and was businesslike about the 
“complications,” how he and Dermot were to buy balaclavas to 
wear, handcuffs, and a gag for Hebe. Dermot, who was a great 
gesticulator, a man who talked with his hands, rolled his eyes at 
this, held up a thumb, and winked when Ivor told them where they 
should go for these “props” and handed them money to cover it and 
cover too the renting of the car. He repeated his offer of five 
hundred pounds to pick up a woman and drive her from a point 
north of the North Circular Road to Hampstead. Lloyd nodded and, 
though Ivor didn't ask him for any undertaking, said he wouldn't tell 
anyone. 


Two hundred and fifty pounds each now, Ivor said, and the other 
two hundred and fifty in cash in an envelope on the hall table inside 
the front door of our house. Lloyd and Dermot wouldn't need a key 
as he would be there himself to put the door on the latch. They all 
had drinks, Dermot making his thumbs-up sign again and talking 
more than Ivor liked about the arrangements. He laughed a lot too. 


“Where d'you get an idea like that from anyway?” He shook his 
head in wonderment at Ivor's powers of invention. 


Lloyd was rather quiet. He had just split up with his girlfriend, 
though Ivor knew nothing about this at the time. The two men left 
together in Lloyd's car. 


nother thing Sandy Caxton told me was that they used to 

believe the weight of the soul when it leaves the body at the 
point of death is twenty-one grams. Or it may have been twenty-one 
ounces, I can't remember. The Neoplatonists thought the soul was 
located in every part of the body. I hope Sandy's fled the moment 
the bomb was detonated, because he was blown to unidentifiable 
pieces. Perhaps it became a snow-white bird and nestles under God's 
throne until the last day. I'm told that some Muslims believe that. 


I expect you remember what happened, though perhaps not the 
details. Sandy had spent the night at his home in Leicestershire with 
his wife and their two children. They slept in the house and his 
resident bodyguard and his dog were in the flat over the garage, 
which was a converted stables. Sandy was going out on the Saturday 
morning to play golf with another Tory MP, a backbencher, and his 
agent, who lived in the next village. The bodyguard performed his 
usual security check at seven, scrutinizing Sandy's car, a Rover, 
searching the garage, his German shepherd sniffing every corner. 
Because he knew his employer was going out, he fetched the car, 
closed the garage doors and left it on the paved area in front of the 
house. 


Sandy got up at seven-thirty, leaving his wife, Erica, and his boy 
and girl asleep. He made himself a cup of tea, ate a piece of bread 
and marmalade, and left the house. The bodyguard had returned to 
his flat, but he came downstairs again when he saw Sandy coming, 
said good morning to him, and stood at a distance with his dog 
while Sandy got into the Rover. It wasn't when he turned on the 
ignition but when the engine started that the car blew up. 


Flying metal and glass struck the bodyguard. Apparently, he 
didn't move but just stood there as if turned to stone. The dog, 
covered with blood and trembling, began to howl. The bodyguard 
stayed frozen there until Erica Caxton came running screaming out 
of the front door and then he ran to her, crying, “Don't look, don't 
look,” but there was nothing to see if she had looked, only metal 
and glass and bits of clothing and blood, blood everywhere. The 
children, aged fourteen and sixteen, slept through it all. 


Ir was tHe lead item in all the news programs that day and the lead 
story in all the Sunday papers and Monday's papers. An hour after it 
happened the IRA announced in their usual way that they were 
responsible. Ivor was very upset. I could say disproportionately 
upset, but perhaps not. Sandy Caxton was fifteen years older than 
Erica and, though not quite his contemporary, had been a friend of 
John Tesham's since before Ivor and Iris were born. Ivor and his 
parents went to the funeral, but I stopped Iris going as she wasn't 
well and she was relieved that I had. 


The funeral was a highly emotional affair, attended by most of the 
country's great and good. Among the coffin bearers were three 
Cabinet ministers and two university vice-chancellors. Though May, 
it was a bitterly cold day, a north wind driving the rain and the 
trees in the little village churchyard swaying and lashing their 
branches like angry arms, as Ivor put it. They played “The Dead 
March” in Saul, this being Sandy's favorite piece of music, and it 
seems he was particularly fond of the story of Saul, Samuel, and the 
Witch of Endor. There's no accounting for tastes. Why, incident ally, 
do we always talk about Handel arias and other music being “in” 
Saul or Theodora or whatever it is, when they are “from” if it's works 
by Mozart, say, or Beethoven? Nobody has ever been able to tell me. 


Ivor came up to Hampstead after the funeral, accepted a stronger 
drink than usual, brandy with a splash of soda, and said in gloomy 
tones that he was so depressed by what had happened that he felt 
like postponing or even canceling the birthday present. But he 


couldn't do that. He'd fixed it up with Hebe to see her on Friday the 
eighteenth and arranged things with Lloyd and Dermot. 


Iris said surely he'd be better by that time, it was nearly two 
weeks off. And it was only his usual assignation with Hebe, wasn't 
it, apart from its taking place in our house and her being fetched by 
car? 


“Not quite usual,” Ivor said, putting on his secretive look but not 
the little smile this time. “There will be complications. But I'll tell 
you all about it when it's over.” 


“Not all about it, I hope.” 


“You know what I mean,” Ivor said, using a phrase I'd never heard 
from him before, his use of which I put down to his feeling low. 


He didn't stay long but went off to Old Pye Street in a taxi, saying 
he had a lot of paperwork to get through before the following 
morning. After he'd gone Iris said, “I do wonder about this Hebe, 
this mystery woman. What do you think she says to her husband 
when she goes off on these jaunts? Does she tell him she's going to 
the cinema? I should think she must do, because I can't think of 
anywhere else a respectable young woman with a husband and a 
child could go to on her own. I mean, could say she was going to on 
her own.” 


I said I supposed she might say she was going somewhere with a 
friend. To have a meal, for instance, or even to a club. 


“Then the friend must be an accomplice. The friend will have to 
be prepared with a story in case Hebe's husband meets her—it must 
be a her, mustn't it, or maybe a gay man—so that she can say how 
much they loved the film or the food. I can't imagine telling you I 
was going to the cinema when I was actually going to go to bed 
with another man. I don't think I could get the words out.” 


“T hope you won't go to bed with another man,” I said. 


“T'm sure I never shall, but if I did I'd tell you. Why does she stay 
with him? Because he keeps her? That's a bit low, isn't it?” 


“The whole thing is low,” I said, “and Ivor knows it. But he's 
fascinated by her. He doesn't love her, but he wants to keep on with 
this. It may be that she stays with Gerry what's-his-name—Furnal— 
not because she loves him but because he loves her. For all we 
know, he may have some idea of all this but begs her not to leave 
him. Do what she likes but not leave him.” 


Iris looked doubtful. She couldn't imagine it. “But to have that 
between them,” she said. “For her to know she lies to him and him 
to wonder if she does but be afraid to ask, what kind of marriage is 
that? I don't think you can be right, Rob.” 


I was wrong, as it happened. It was true that Gerry Furnal loved 
Hebe, but perhaps without knowing the kind of woman he loved. He 
seems to have put her on a pedestal and worshipped what he'd 
created. It's quite a common way of going on, but it wouldn't suit 
realists like me. Anyway, I doubt if I'm capable of that amount of 
self-delusion. I'm not well endowed with imagination. The truth 
came out grimly and shockingly in the end in poor Jane's diaries, if 
it was the truth rather than only what she saw through the 
distorting lens of her self-pity. As to Jane, she was the friend who 
agreed to deceive Gerry Furnal by supplying him, if these became 
necessary, with ostensible reasons for Hebe's absences, and it wasn't 
to be long before we heard about her from Ivor. It was Iris who first 
used the word, calling this then unknown person “the alibi lady.” 


“We all use it,” I remember saying, “but do we know what it 
means? I don't. Alibi—strange word, a sort of police word, but do 
the real police actually use it?” 


“Tt sounds Arabic.” 
I looked it up and found it was Latin for elsewhere. 


“Well, that figures,” Iris said. “The alibi-ist will tell Gerry Furnal 
Hebe was with her when in fact Hebe was elsewhere with Ivor. And 
there'll be lots of times when she won't have to, because I don't 
suppose she and Gerry meet that often. I wonder how she feels 
about it.” 


“T imagine she tells herself her loyalty is to Hebe and not to 
Hebe's husband.” 


“Do you know, Rob, I'm beginning to take an unhealthy interest in 
all this intriguing and I think I'd better stop.” 


And stop she did. We had other things to think about. We told 
each other so and made a kind of pact, which we stuck to fairly 
well, not to speculate anymore about Ivor and his clandestine affair. 
We would lend him our house as we'd promised and go away and 
leave him to it. I had given him the key the evening he came over 
after Sandy Caxton's funeral and he was to put it through the letter 
box after he left. That isn't to say we didn't involve ourselves much 
more closely when things developed. We had to. Otherwise he'd 
have been quite alone, bearing it alone—until, that is, Juliet Case 
came along. 


That Friday was the first day something about poor Sandy wasn't 
on our daily newspaper's front page. Instead, the lead story was 
about the multimillionaire Damian Mason's bid to buy some north of 
England football team, with a picture of him, a short heavy man 
with a little beard, and his wife, Kelly, in shorts and a tight T-shirt. 
Iris was beginning to get over her flu, and I think that was the first 
morning she woke up feeling well. Nadine, on the other hand, was a 
bit fractious and cross but seemed well enough, so, after I'd made a 
couple of essential phone calls to clients, we set off for Monks 
Cravery. Before we left, Iris changed the sheets on our huge low bed 
and, though I said not to bother, covered up the coffee or birthing 
stain with a rug from Nadine's room. 


It was a lovely day, the first really fine day of spring. 


| eedeee writing this down because I had a premonition. It was 
when Hebe asked me to give her an alibi. She has been asking me 
to give her alibis for a long time and I always do, but this one was 
different. It was more important than any I had given her in the 
past. For one thing, I would have to provide it for longer than usual 
and the occasion was her birthday. I mean that where she was going 
and what she was doing were her birthday present. 


When she said that, I had a sense of foreboding. Things would go 
wrong. My premonition told me things would go disastrously 
wrong. I would have to be careful. That was when I decided to 
record events. I am not going to use a notebook but sheets of paper 
and clip them together as I go and put them in a shoebox, which I 
shall keep in the only real cupboard I have in this tiny flat. And if I 
move one day I shall take it with me. Shoeboxes are a nuisance and 
these days most shops ask you when you buy a pair of shoes if you 
want the box. Hardly anyone does want it, which makes one wonder 
what the shops do with all those hundreds, thousands, millions of 
boxes. The last pair of shoes I bought they made me take the box—I 
shan't go there again—and that's how I happen to have one to keep 
this record in. 


Using this box is quite appropriate, because when I bought those 
shoes Hebe was with me and she bought a pair of boots. Maybe I 
should say I was with Hebe, because that's the way it always felt. 
The boots were black patent leather with very high heels and they 
laced all the way up the front to the knee. 


“You won't be able to walk in them,” I said. 


She laughed. “I don't want to walk in them, Janey. I want to lie 
down in them.” 


Remarks like that embarrass me. I don't know where to look. 


We went to have a coffee and that was when she started telling 
me about the kinds of things she did with Ivor Tesham. Dressing up, 
acting out fantasies it was mostly, and that was all right, I suppose, 
but her descriptions of what after all amounted to S&M made me 
feel uncomfortable. Perhaps it was partly because it all seemed so 
distant from Gerry, who is a rather proper sort of person. Or so I 
thought then. I didn't really know. But nothing that's happened since 
has made me change my view. I asked her if she was in love with 
Ivor. 


“T don't think so,” she said. “But would I know if I was? I do fancy 
him like crazy. But as for love—I thought I was in love with Gerry 
when I married him and maybe I was, but it didn't last.” 


I asked her why she stayed with him. 


“T tell myself it wouldn't be right to take Justin away from his 
dad, but I don't know if that's really the reason. I've never had a job, 
you know. Well, of course you know. I married Gerry straight after 
finals and then Justin came along. What could I do?” 


“Your degree's in media studies,” I said, another obvious remark. 


“Like a million other people's. I wouldn't know how to get a job 
on a paper or in TV or whatever. I'm only good at one thing. I'd be a 
great whore, but I'd rather go on as I am.” 


I reverted to the boots. Surely she wouldn't let Gerry see them? 
They had cost three times as much as my shoes. 


“Oh, Ivor will pay for them,” she said. “After all, they're for his 
pleasure,” and she drew out the soft sibilant of that sensual word, 
rolling it on her tongue. “So would you be an angel and give me an 
alibi for May eighteenth?” 


I said I would. “But your birthday's the seventeenth.” 


“‘T've got to go out with Gerry that night.” She made a face. 
“You're babysitting—remember? It's a bore, but marriage is a bore. 
You have to face it.” 


I had nothing to say to that. “I've got a feeling that something bad 
is going to happen. Can't you make it another night?” 


“Oh, Janey, you and your premonitions. Ivor wants to make it the 
eighteenth and I can't exactly tell him it won't suit you. Besides, I've 
already told Gerry that you and I are going to the theater.” 


Without even asking me. I ought to be used to it, it's the way most 
people treat me. Starting with Mummy, they all know that if I am 
not with them I'm not likely to be going anywhere. It's a funny thing 
really. You read in the papers about young people going to raves 
and clubs, out every night, being promiscuous, drinking too much 
and taking drugs. Well, I'm young, but I don't even know what a 
rave is. I could count on the fingers of one hand how many men 
have asked me out, and as for the number who have wanted to see 
me again—well, I won't go on. There's no point. 


In actual fact, I have seldom had to give Hebe an alibi. I hardly 
ever saw Gerry, so I wasn't around for him to ask me if we'd had a 
good time at the Odeon or a nice dinner at the Café Rouge. He never 
actually checked. I mean he never rang up and asked if Hebe had 
really been with me. Probably he suspected nothing. Not then. It 
took a good deal to make him even mildly suspicious, for he had a 
trusting nature. Did my conscience trouble me? I used to have one, 
but maybe I don't anymore. Spending so much of the time alone 
deadens things, and one of the things it kills is conscience. It makes 
you simply not care anymore. 


I'd never done this sort of thing before, and in fact I did very little 
of it for Hebe. Of course I promised various things, like not to 
answer the phone if it rang when she and I were supposed to be out 
somewhere but to put it on message, and to be aware of when and 
where Gerry thought we had gone so that if we did meet I could 
confirm our date. But that only happened twice, him asking what 
the film he thought we'd been to had been like and another time 
how Mummy was—she'd been in the hospital—when I took Hebe to 
see her. I didn't even have to lie about that. I only had to say that 
my mother was getting on well. 


So it wasn't too much of a strain and it only happened once every 
two or three weeks. I made myself take an interest in Hebe's love 
affair and I looked up Ivor Tesham in a directory called Dod's. I was 
working then in the Library of British History in Gower Street and 
it's full of directories and dictionaries, so there were plenty of places 
where I could find his name, but Dod's was the most comprehensive. 
He sounded rich and the photograph that accompanied the short 
biography made him look very handsome, unless the camera lied, 
which it sometimes does. He had one of those sardonic faces that 
women find attractive, very dark eyes, and black hair. Looking at 
his picture, I wondered if he would ever get to be prime minister 
one day and that face would be famous. Hebe said he was very 
ambitious, though as far as I could tell she knew nothing about 
politics and cared less. 


But I was talking about May 18. The play Hebe had told Gerry she 
and I would be seeing was called Life Threatening. I never got to see 
it. I don't even know what it's about, and I can't remember who 
wrote it, except that it was some new, very young playwright and 
was supposed to be very sexy and crude. But the name I can never 
forget, and every time I hear or read that phrase—life-threatening 
comes in newspapers quite often—it resonates with me, so that I see 
Hebe's face and hear her voice again and think of the way she died. 


She had picked that play because it's very long—it ran for about 
three hours—so Gerry wouldn't wonder what was going on if she 
didn't come in till after midnight. I asked her what the scenario was 
for that evening with her and Ivor that she was going to be with him 
so much longer than usual and she said he was fixing up a birthday 
treat for her, her birthday present. 


“T thought the pearls were your birthday present,” I said. 


She'd told me about them, said he'd already given them to her and 
what a clever present this was because no one (meaning Gerry) 
would know whether they were valuable or if they came from some 
high-street jeweler's. 


“T think I'll get them valued, though,” she said, “and insure them, 
and then if they get pinched I'll get a lot of money.” 


I asked her what they were going to do with the extra time on 
Friday night. She said she didn't know, but she was to be picked up 
in a car as she was walking down the Watford Way. She had to be 
there at precisely seven. Hebe was famously unpunctual, so I 
couldn't help wondering what would happen if she turned up ten 
minutes late. I supposed Tesham or his driver would wait for her. It 
was all a million miles away from things that happen in my life. But 
I think that's one of the reasons why she liked me, because beside 
me she showed up as beautiful and popular. 


“But what's the point?” I said. 


She didn't know that either, but she was going to wear her new 
boots and a long coat over a low-cut top and miniskirt. Or maybe 
the boots and a long coat over nothing at all. It wouldn't be the first 
time. 


THE EVENING GERRY WaS taking her out to dinner I was babysitting. I am 
not very fond of babies, I may as well say that, though I like them 
better than older children. At least they are not rude or rough. But I 
never told her or Gerry that, as I don't suppose they would like it. Of 
course I am competent enough with them. I can bathe babies and I 
know about reading them stories and not leaving them to cry or not 
for too long. I don't suppose I shall ever have one of my own and 
that may be just as well. Like I have said, I have very few friends 
and I don't get out much, but I wouldn't like only being able to go 
out when someone else could manage to stay and look after my 
baby. I wouldn't like not being able to go for a walk without having 
a baby with me in a buggy. 


Hebe and Gerry lived in a little terraced house in a street more or 
less between West Hendon and Edgware. HALT (the Heart and Lung 
Trust) has its offices in Kennington, which meant he had a long 
journey to work every day on the worst of all London tube lines, the 
Northern. First he had to get a bus to Edgware station or walk to 


Hendon. And though he left work at five he seldom got home before 
six-thirty. I wanted to see Hebe before he got there, so I drove 
myself up to Irving Road on the seventeenth by six-fifteen, wished 
her a happy birthday, checked that everything was still all right for 
the Friday, and found Justin in his high chair eating very small 
amounts of banana and yogurt but flinging most of it about the 
room. 


I set about cleaning it up and feeding the rest of it to him myself, 
something he seemed to quite like. At any rate, he didn't protest but 
swallowed the spoonfuls obediently. Hebe had gone upstairs to dress 
as soon as I got there and came down looking as impossibly 
glamorous as she always did in a short tight black dress and the 
pearls. She kissed the top of Justin's head from the back, keeping 
clear of the yoghurt and banana mixture. 


“Oh, God, I'm so tired,” she said. “Justin's been an absolute devil 
all day. I'd absolutely love to stay in but not a hope and it will be a 
dead bore. The trouble with marriage is that after a time you've 
nothing left to say to each other.” 


Gerry came in soon after that, saw the pearls, and asked where 
they came from. 


“British Home Stores,” she said. 


“They look lovely,” he said. “I wish I could afford to buy you real 
ones.” 


That made me feel very uncomfortable and I'm sure I blushed. If I 
did, neither of them noticed. Gerry went upstairs to wash and put 
on a tie and change into a better jacket than the one he was 
wearing, and Hebe stood in front of the living-room mirror, 
adjusting her hair and applying more lipstick. I must say she seemed 
to take as much trouble over her appearance when she went out 
with her husband as she did when visiting Ivor Tesham. She was the 
sort of woman who would redo her face if she was going to her own 
execution. 


I cleaned Justin up a bit, took him on my knee, and began to read 
to him, Spot the Dog being his current favorite. Hebe and Gerry tried 


to creep out without his noticing, but of course he did and began to 
wail on the lines of “Justin wants Mummy,” a phrase I was to hear a 
lot of in the future. I got him on to the cat and dog game, which I'd 
successfully tried before and it worked like a charm, with him being 
the dog and me the back-arching, hissing, mewing cat. We had a 
quiet bathtime session, then more Spot the Dog, and Justin went to 
bed, falling asleep within five minutes. 


At ten they came in. I didn't stay, for I had to be at work in the 
morning. Hebe said very pointedly in Gerry's hearing that she'd see 
me the next day and I nearly asked what she meant but remembered 
just in time. They both came to the door with me and waved as I got 
into the car. 


I felt the premonition very strongly as I drove home, but if I am 


honest, and there is no point in keeping a diary if you are not 
honest, I didn't feel this would be the last time I ever saw her. 


T he article in a Sunday newspaper's supplement appeared only a 
year ago and the journalist claimed to be describing the latest 
craze among fashionistas. You may have seen it. Agencies were 
being set up to arrange these things for trendy young people, 
especially those whose “relationships were getting tired.” I'd only 
read half a paragraph when I realized that this happening, 
adventure, exercise, whatever you like to call it, was exactly what 
Ivor had thought up for Hebe's birthday present all those years 
before. He'd even used that very phrase. It's called “adventure sex.” 
An agency could charge up to thirty thousand pounds, the journalist 
said, depending on the accessories, additional characters, 
complications in the scenario, decorations and so on, to arrange an 
abduction of one's girlfriend. The pretend kidnappers would snatch 
her as she walked down a street—she would have previously been 
alerted as to what to expect— put her in a car with blacked-out 
windows, handcuff her and/or gag her, rope her ankles together, 
and take her to an appointed venue. There they would carry her 
indoors and throw her onto a bed, ready for the instigator to walk 
into the room and find her waiting for him. Thirty thousand pounds. 
Ivor arranged his for one thousand, and half of it wasn't paid till a 
lot later. 


It's not that I take some sort of moral stand about “adventure 
sex”—how anxious we are these days never to appear moral— 
because I don't see how morality comes into it. I've nothing against 
it. Sadism and masochism seem all right to me if that's what every 
one likes and no one minds hurting others or being hurt themselves. 
But, as I've said, I lack imagination. As an accountant and now a 
company doctor, I haven't much of it. I'm too ordinary. Dressing up 
and acting out fantasies I find grotesque, but to picture them doesn't 


shock or disturb me. It makes me laugh. Doctors and patients, tutors 
and schoolgirls, nuns and priests, mock rape—but I needn't go on. 
Though I don't suppose Ivor and Hebe did anything like that, their 
tastes ran along those lines and when I think about it my laughter is 
embarrassed. The truth probably is that if a couple of men threw a 
girl down on my bed to await my arrival—no, my weak imagination 
isn't equal to it. 


THE WEEKENDS we Spent at Monks Cravery were the best times of our life 
in those early years. The countryside was pretty but not spectacular, 
and as for our cottage, there are thousands like it all over England: 
thatched roof, oak front door with jasmine if not roses round it, 
timbered ceilings, lattice windows, a crooked staircase, a kitchen 
you have to go through to get to the bathroom. But is there any 
house in the world more comfortable than the English country 
cottage? With a log fire burning and the curtains drawn, we were 
blissfully happy. We had nothing to do. During the week when we 
weren't there, Peggy came in to clean and her husband, Bob, did the 
garden. We shopped for food at a supermarket on the way down and 
on Saturday morning one of us drove over to Great Cravery for a 
newspaper. Usually we went for a long walk on Saturday afternoon, 
taking Na-dine with us, of course, strapped in her sling to Iris's chest 
or mine—to mine now that she was getting heavy. 


There are many kinds of mother but only two kinds of father, the 
besotted and the indifferent. Tolstoy might have begun a novel like 
that instead of with that dodgy stuff about happy and unhappy 
families. I'm one of the besotted kind and I've been lucky in that all 
my children have been born healthy and beautiful and are growing 
up strong. I sometimes wish I believed in God—and the soul 
weighed in grams and the age we meet in heaven—so that I could 
have someone to thank for that. But I don't, so I thank Iris's and my 
good genes, a gratitude that would please Richard Dawkins. 


Those Saturday-afternoon walks were the best part of the week 
end for me because I got to carry Nadine—if it doesn't sound too 


sentimental, even if it does—close to my heart. I used to feel that I 
could walk along like that forever, along the green lanes where all 
the hedges were in blossom and primroses were on the banks, 
sometimes saying a word to Iris, breathing the fresh, clean air and 
feeling through the cloth and padding the warmth of Nadine's little 
body. Mostly she slept, but she'd stay awake too, gazing at 
everything we passed with round intelligent blue eyes and when I 
looked down at her she'd smile her enchanting smile. We'd reach 
our halfway point and I always turned back reluctantly. Iris teased 
me about it, laughing and saying that if I couldn't bear to be parted 
from my daughter she wouldn't stop me bathing her that evening 
and sitting by her cot till she went to sleep. 


But that Saturday, though it was a fine day, we didn't go for a 
walk. I drove over to Great Cravery in the morning, rather later than 
usual because we'd had a lie-in, and bought one of the so-called 
quality papers. I glanced at it when I got back into the car and 
dropped it on the passenger seat. The headline across the front page 
was “Crash Horror Ends Kidnap Bid” and the photograph 
underneath it was one of those vehicle-disaster pictures in which 
nothing is really recognizable, but when you look more closely you 
can spot something that might be a broken headlamp and perhaps a 
single tire lying among ripped sheets of metal. I didn't look more 
closely. Not then. I drove back to the cottage and laid the paper 
down on the kitchen table in front of Iris, who was eating toast and 
marmalade with Nadine on her lap. 


Some people flip through newspapers, reading only the items 
which interest them, and others take their time, lingering over every 
word. I belong in the first category, though I usually pay attention 
to the financial pages, but Iris is a lingerer. If it had been left to me I 
don't suppose I would ever have read that story about a kidnap and 
a crash; we'd have gone for our walk, had our neighbors round for 
drinks, and driven home next day in contented ignorance. Iris read 
it. She got to the foot of the page, said, “Here, you take her, Rob,” 
and, handing Nadine to me, turned over to pages two and three. Her 
expression had grown very serious, then aghast. 


“What is it?” I said. “What's the matter?” 


She passed the paper over to me. It was open at page three and a 
glance showed me the photograph of a very pretty girl with long 
blond hair. 


“Tvor's girlfriend is called Hebe Furnal, isn't she?” 
“Yes, of course. You know she is.” 


“Then that's her. She's been killed. Read it yourself. Two men 
tried to abduct her but their car crashed and one of them was killed 
too. It's unbelievable but read it.” 


Ween vor top us What had happened to him on Friday, May 18, he 
was still in shock but he was fairly calm. The House of Commons 
seldom sits on a Friday; it hadn't that day. That was why he had 
arranged the birthday present to take place then. In the morning, as 
soon as he calculated that Gerry Furnal would have left for his long 
bus and train journey to work, he phoned Hebe and they had their 
requisite phone sex, with Justin complaining in the back ground. 
Lunch was at the Turkish embassy, celebrating something or other, 
a treaty or a victory, and he got back to the flat by about half past 
three. He'd decided against driving up to Hampstead because even 
then it was difficult finding anywhere to park and, besides that, he 
knew he was likely to have a lot to drink, so he booked himself a 
taxi for six-thirty A black cab, not one of Lloyd Freeman's minicabs. 
Half an hour before the taxi was due he went out and bought a 
bottle of champagne and then, because it might not be enough, a 
second bottle. The five hundred pounds he'd drawn out of the bank 
in fifty-pound notes he divided into two and put two hundred and 
fifty pounds into envelopes. Then he wrote “Dermot” on one and 
“Lloyd” on the other. 


It was just after seven when he let himself into our house. Seven 
was the time Hebe was supposed to be walking south along the 
Watford Way, where she would be picked up by Lloyd Freeman and 
Dermot Lynch, who would then bring her to our street, park the car, 


and carry her upstairs. Ivor worked out that she should be there by 
seven forty-five at the latest, even allowing for Friday evening's 
heavy traffic. He put the champagne in the fridge. He laid the two 
envelopes on the hall table and went to check upstairs. Among the 
fairly horrible fittings in our bedroom was a very large wall clock, 
circular and of frosted glass with chrome hands. That clock told him 
it was ten past seven. 


He told me all this to illustrate, I suppose, how suspenseful the 
waiting was and how much worse it got. Of course, at ten past 
seven, it hadn't really started getting suspenseful, but it did make 
him wonder why he'd bothered to get there so early. What was he 
supposed to do with himself? He started thinking about his scenario 
and about something he hadn't before considered. There was no 
doubt Hebe would arrive suitably dressed (which meant unsuitably 
dressed for any normal social occasion) but what of him? He went 
back upstairs, took his clothes off and put on a dressing gown he 
found in my clothes cupboard. It was mine, it had been given to me 
by a predecessor of Iris's, but I had never worn it and I'd only kept it 
because Iris liked it and said she'd a good mind to wear it herself, 
though she never had. It was black silk with a vaguely Chinese 
pattern in gold and a gold sash. Ivor said he looked like an actor 
playing David in Hay Fever. He passed another couple of minutes 
admiring himself in the mirror, but even then, according to the glass 
clock, it was only twenty-five past seven. 


Because it was all over the papers, he had to tell me that it was on 
his instructions that Dermot and Lloyd handcuffed Hebe, roped her 
ankles, and tied a scarf round her mouth. He showed no 
embarrassment in telling me but spoke of it as if this was normal 
behavior. I didn't comment but I thought how extraordinary some 
people's tastes are, that this man, my own wife's brother, would get 
pleasure and no doubt excitement from something that would leave 
me cold. 


By the time he was looking at himself in the glass, he went on, the 
two of them would have been on the Watford Way, a busy road at 
most times of the day, but residential too. The houses were set well 


back from the main highway and separated from it by their own 
front gardens, a service road, and a strip of grass with trees. Dermot, 
who was driving, would have pulled off the main highway onto this 
service road, where he could have remained parked while Hebe was 
trussed up. Ivor was taking it for granted she wouldn't have 
struggled much because, although she wasn't told what to expect, 
she knew to expect something that would ultimately be for her 
pleasure. 


While this was going on, Ivor was waiting in our house. He never 
knew and probably no one apart from Dermot and Lloyd ever knew 
whether Hebe had been on time or late. There was one witness to 
the mock abduction. She was a woman called June Hemsley and she 
lived in one of the houses on the Watford Way behind the strip of 
grass, the service road, and her own front garden. She had been 
standing in the window of her front room, watching for her son to 
return home from his violin lesson. He was due at seven and Mrs. 
Hemsley had been standing in the window since that time. She told 
the police she had been there “for ten minutes” (which means very 
little, it's what people say when they mean a short time) when she 
saw two men in balaclavas get out of a car, which had been parked 
in the service road, say something to a girl who had been walking 
southwards and bundle her into the car. The girl didn't struggle 
much and the car didn't immediately move away but it had done so 
when Mrs. Hemsley's son arrived after about five minutes. That 
worry off her mind, she debated with herself whether she should 
phone the police. She looked out of the window again but the car 
had gone and she hadn't taken its number. Still, she did phone the 
police at seven thirty-five. 


This was the time when Ivor began to be restive. There was a 
phone in the car—he had a mobile, thick and heavy as a brick, and 
other people did, but to nothing like the extent they have now—and 
Dermot and Lloyd had our phone number and had been instructed 
to call him if there were problems. Ivor went out into the mews and 
looked up and down it, the way people do in these situations, 
though it doesn't bring the expected one any sooner. He grew afraid 


that the phone would ring while he was outside, so he went back 
indoors and as he came into the living room the phone did ring. It 
wasn't Dermot or Lloyd but one of our friends calling to tell us she 
couldn't come to a dinner party we were having. By then it was ten 
to eight. 


Even if the traffic was very heavy, it was stretching things a bit to 
take fifty or even forty-five minutes, if Hebe had been late, from the 
Watford Way to the middle of Hampstead. Something had gone 
wrong. She hadn't come. Gerry Furnal had been late home or 
detained at work or the child had been suddenly ill. But if she hadn't 
come why hadn't Lloyd or Dermot phoned? At no time did Ivor 
suspect what had happened. He wasn't worried. He was angry. His 
anger grew and grew and at five to eight he poured himself a stiff 
gin with a drop of tonic. He wasn't going to touch the champagne 
just in case, by some miracle, she still turned up. 


Was it possible Dermot and Lloyd had reneged on him, just hadn't 
gone to the pick-up place? He knew they had seen each other at 
least once after his encounter with them in the pub in Victoria. He 
had suggested that the two of them meet after a few days to arrange 
things, the renting of the car and the purchase of handcuffs, gag, 
and balaclavas, and had seen them exchange phone numbers. 
Maybe they had simply decided to pocket the first two hundred and 
fifty pounds he had given each of them and do nothing. There was 
little he could do about it if they had. 


He might have phoned the car but he didn't know the number. 
Besides, he was angry, not worried. He waited there till eight-thirty, 
thought of going home but stayed on till nine. Then he changed 
back into his own clothes and left, taking the two envelopes with 
him but forgetting all about the champagne. At home he listened to 
no news bulletins, nor did he turn on the television. If he had he 
might have seen horrific pictures of the crash come up on the 
screen, though there was nothing that night about a kidnapping. 


Tue story iris and I read in the paper quoted the police as saying there 
had been a kidnap attempt and the victim was Hebe Furnal, 27, of 
West Hendon. Newspapers don't give precise addresses and often 
they don't give exact locations where events or accidents happen. 
They didn't in this case. They alluded vaguely to “a Hendon 
junction” and a “roads intersection in north London” and to this day 
I don't know exactly where the accident happened, though later on I 
did find out more details. The car had been “in collision with” a 
forty-ton lorry the paper described, American-fashion, as a “truck.” 
Hebe Furnal had been bound and gagged. The two men were 
wearing jackets with hoods. Lloyd Freeman was dead and Dermot 
Lynch, the driver of the car, was in hospital in a serious condition 
with brain damage and multiple injuries. The driver of the lorry, 
high up in his cab, I suppose, was unharmed. 


There followed some _ biographical details about Hebe, 
substantially accurate except that her son was referred to as Jason, 
but no speculation as yet as to why anyone would kidnap her. That 
came later. Reporters must have been to Gerry Furnal's house to get 
the photograph they had used of Hebe. It was a nice photograph, 
not a studio portrait but a shot of her on a beach playing with her 
little boy. 


I hadn't finished reading it before Iris was on the phone to Ivor. 
The phone rang half a dozen times and then it went on to message. 
She didn't leave a message—what could she have said? We kept 
trying to get hold of Ivor throughout the morning and at midday Iris 
said, “I think we ought to go back.” 


We went back and, without bothering about lunch, drove straight 
to Old Pye Street. Iris had just stopped breastfeeding Nadine, so 
we'd parked in a lay-by on the A12 to give her a bottle and some 
tinned stuff and she had slept contentedly ever since. (I know this 
should be about Ivor, not me, and that I say too much about my 
daughter. I shall watch it in future but can't promise anything.) So 
to Ivor. He was in. Yes, the phone had rung and rung, but he hadn't 
answered it because he was sure it was Hebe with excuses for why 
she hadn't turned up and he was still too angry to speak to her. At 


lunchtime he had gone out to buy a paper and he'd bought the one 
we had seen. 


Ivor's flat was very elegant, full of good early Victorian furniture 
and quite valuable paintings. He had a private income—a great-aunt 
had left him a house to sell and a considerable sum of money when 
she died ten years before—and he had indulged himself. A 
compulsively tidy man (anal, said Iris, but fondly), he was in the 
habit of having a place for everything and he put everything back in 
its place. There wasn't even a cup or a glass about. 


Iris threw her arms round him and held him close. “I'm so sorry, 
I'm so sorry,” she kept saying. 


I asked him when he knew. 


“Not till about an hour ago. I don't bother much with bloody 
scandal sheets at the weekends, get too much of them all week. I 
read it in the paper shop. Christ, I had to go outside and sit down on 
a wall.” 


It was then that he told us. It took a long time, but I think telling 
us did him good. Halfway through he wanted a drink, said he'd had 
a brandy when he got back to the flat after buying the paper, but 
Iris stopped him having another. She fetched him a glass of water 
and made him drink half of it. When he got to the end, to his 
coming back here and going to bed, still furiously angry, he looked 
up and said, “God, poor little Hebe.” 


Those weren't quite the only words I ever heard him utter which 
might be construed as expressing grief but they almost were. I asked 
him what he had done. Presumably, he had told the police. 


He looked at me and there was a strange expression on his face. 
Secretive, certainly. Covert? Incredulous that I should have asked? 
Perhaps all those things. 


“Well, no,” he said. “I haven't.” His voice rose, was suddenly 
indignant, almost angry with me. “How can I? For God's sake, how 
can you fucking ask?” 


Iris had been kneeling down by Nadine's car seat. She had wiped 
Nadine's mouth with a tissue and given her a quick kiss on the 
forehead. She got up. 


“Ivor,” she said, “I'm not hearing this.” 


“What aren't you hearing?” His face was very set and his voice 
was sharp. 


“You must tell them. How can you, you say. How can't you? 
Everyone thinks she was really abducted, the police, her husband— 
her husband, Ivor—do you ever think of him? You have to tell them 
it was you, you set it up.” 


“Look,” he said, calming down, “of course I've thought of the 
police. If it had been the accident only and nothing about their 
taking the pretend kidnap seriously, I'd have gone straight to them. 
I'd have told them and never mind the consequences. There's no 
doubt about that, I wouldn't have hesitated.” 


“What do you mean, consequences?” Iris said. 


“Gerry Furnal, for starters, and a snide little paragraph in the 
Mirror for another.” 


I asked him what was different now. 


“It wouldn't be a snide little paragraph,” Ivor said. “It would be a 
front-page scandal story. MP stages kidnap of charity chief's wife. 
Besides, it's too late.” There was a clock on the mantelpiece and a 
watch on his wrist but still he asked me, “What time is it?” 


“Just gone four.” 


“This has been news since—when? Last night probably. First thing 
this morning. All over the papers. On TV, I expect, only I haven't 
watched any. They're going to ask me, the first thing they're going 
to ask me is why I've only just told them. I can't tell them, Rob. It's 
too late.” 


We stayed with him. Well, I did. Iris went out and bought a loaf 
and some smoked salmon and made sandwiches for us. Ivor ate 
nothing. We turned on the early-evening news and of course it was 
the lead story, with more pictures of the crash and photographs of 


Hebe and a lot more about a kidnap attempt going wrong. They put 
Gerry Furnal on, a shattered man in tears, the tears actually 
streaming down his face, who said he didn't know why anyone 
would kidnap Hebe as they must have known he had no money for 
a ransom. There was speculation about someone they called a 
“mastermind” behind the abduction. When he heard that bit, Ivor 
put his head in his hands and muttered, “Turn the fucking thing 
off.” 


A good deal later we took Nadine home. Iris was very tired but 
still we talked a lot that evening about Ivor's decision not to go to 
the police. I suppose neither of us could understand it. Iris said that 
if only he'd gone to them as soon as he'd read that newspaper at 
lunchtime everything wouldn't exactly have been all right, but a lot 
better than it was turning out to be. That news story we had seen on 
the TV would have been very different and there was a good chance 
his name wouldn't have been mentioned. Without the abduction 
element it wasn't much more than an ordinary road crash, the kind 
of thing that happened all too often and does even more now. 


“You don't think some journalist would have found out he was 
behind it?” I said. 


“Possibly, but even if someone had and had printed it, the only 
blame which could be attached to him was—well, having an affair 
with a married woman. He'd have had to give the newspaper an 
interview saying he deeply regretted what he'd done. The death of 
one of those men was a tragedy, et cetera, et cetera, he was broken- 
hearted over Hebe Furnal's death—he's not though, is he?—and he 
was very sorry for the whole business. The main thing would have 
been to establish that there was no abduction. It was a game, a 
setup, and a private matter. If he'd done that, don't you think it 
would have blown over in a couple of days?” 


“Tt would have damaged his political career.” 


“Not much, though. Not for long. His chief whip would be cross— 
I think. Would he, though? Men laugh about that sort of thing. I 
mean, it's no laughing matter now because two people are dead, but 


it would have been. Still, I don't think Ivor would have been blamed 
much. Gerry Furnal seems a meek sort of man, awfully wretched, 
poor thing. Those tears were dreadful, weren't they? He wouldn't 
want to fight Ivor. The worst he'd do is fix up a meeting with him 
and make a big scene. Couldn't Ivor have weathered all that?” 


“Apparently not,” I said. “I've never seen him so afraid. He was a 
different man.” 


No one ever attempted to blackmail Ivor. Yet almost from the first he 
was blackmail material. Of the few people who knew about the 
birthday present, not one of them knew it all. Each of them knew 
some of it, from one aspect or another, but they could all have asked 
him for money, a large sum of money or a guaranteed income to 
keep silent, but none of them did. I'm sure this wasn't because of 
their loyalty to him or fondness for him which held them back, but 
it may have been fear. Or even a kind of diffidence. I wonder how 
many people there are who would try demanding money with 
menaces, as the legal definition has it, but for their reluctance to 
appear quite so base and low in their victim's eyes. Perhaps I'm 
being naive. The fact remains that Ivor was an MP, a respectable 
man, a rich man on his way to getting richer, who had set in motion 
a train of reprehensible events that he very much wanted to keep 
secret. Still, an independent observer might have said that none of it 
was really his fault. Not at the beginning, at any rate. 


W e always think first of saving our own skin. I did when Gerry 
phoned. I was having a lie-in. Not that I had been out the 
night before. As usual. I'm tired at the end of the week and on 
Fridays I'm usually in bed by ten. Like an elderly person, as Mummy 
used to tell me before Callum came on the scene and she was 
scolding me for not finding a husband or even a boyfriend. I still 
like to lie in bed on Saturdays a bit later than my usual seven a.m. 
rising time. The phone rang at eight-thirty and I thought it was 
Mummy, trying to catch me because I hadn't answered when she 
called the night before. I was still in bed. I reached for the receiver, 
picked it up and heard a man say, “Jane? It's Gerry.” I didn't 
recognize his voice. It sounded like someone had tried to strangle 
him. “You won't be surprised it's me. I should have called you 
before, I'm sorry.” 


Caution, self-protection, whatever you like to call it, is a 
wonderful thing. I knew something was very wrong before he spoke 
again. 

“You must have waited hours for her.” 


How did I catch on so fast? I did, or partly. “I did for a while,” I 
said, wondering what was coming next. 


“She's dead,” he said. “I ought to break it more gently. The police 
were gentle with me. But the very fact that they were police was 
enough, standing there on the doorstep. They didn't need to say 
anything. It was a car crash. God knows what she was doing, 
walking somewhere. She should have been in the tube going off to 
meet you. Still, it doesn't matter.” He drew a long, shuddering gasp. 
“Nothing matters now.” 


I don't know what made me say it. I don't offer to help people. No 
one helps me. “Shall I come to you? I could do things.” 


“It's very kind ...” he began, then, “Yes, please—would you?” 


I got up and dressed, went round the corner and bought a paper, 
staring at the headline. Gerry hadn't said anything about an attempt 
to kidnap Hebe. The paper said she was handcuffed and gagged, the 
two men were hooded, and the car had tinted windows. It was a 
real drama I'd got myself into and it excited me. I don't get much 
excitement in my life. Ivor Tesham's name came into my head and I 
tried to remember what Hebe had told me about the plans for this 
birthday present. She was to walk along the Watford Way, where 
she'd be picked up by a car. Driven by Tesham or by his driver? She 
didn't say, perhaps she didn't know. A car had picked her up but it 
wasn't Tesham's. This was a real kidnap, a coincidence maybe, but 
nothing to do with him. He would have waited for her last night like 
I was supposed to have waited for her but she never came. 


Driving up to West Hendon and Irving Road, I thought about the 
alibi I'd given, or been prepared to give, to keep Hebe from being 
found out. I had already lied to Gerry. The idea struck me like a 
splash of cold water that I might be questioned by the police and 
have to lie to them. Have to? Or was I to come out with the truth as 
to what Hebe had been up to? There wasn't much traffic about, 
there never was on a Saturday morning. I would be there in ten 
minutes. I knew I must make up my mind exactly what I was going 
to say when Gerry questioned me about the previous evening. It was 
then that I realized I didn't even know which theater was showing 
Life Threatening. I pulled off the A5, parked and consulted the paper 
I had bought. The Duke of York's—where was that? St. Martin's 
Lane, I guessed. I would have to say I hung about in St. Martin's 
Lane until it was too late to go in. Why hadn't I phoned to find out 
where Hebe was? I would have to think of something to explain 
that. It was then, as I started the car once more, that it hit me. At 
last it hit me. Hebe was dead. We'd met at university and been 
friends ever since. I'd been her bridesmaid and was Justin's 
godmother, though God didn't come into it much. I'd never see her 


again. She was gone. She was dead. I stopped the car again and 
switched off the engine. 


I ought to have been heartbroken but I wasn't. Of course I would 
pretend I was when I got to Gerry's. My best friend, we saw each 
other at least once a week, not to mention going to all those 
cinemas and out for meals together. That's where she was going, he 
would have told the police, off to the theater with her best friend. 
How sweet and proper it sounded, chastely going to see a play with 
another girl. The paper hadn't said how she had been dressed when 
they found her body but maybe they didn't know, maybe the police 
wouldn't tell them, and I thought about how she said she might go 
off on her date wearing nothing under her big coat. I ought to have 
been sad—why wasn't I? Because, though she'd been my “friend” all 
these years, I'd never liked her. We call people our friends without 
thinking how we really feel about them, that actually we fear them 
or envy them. How could I have liked a woman who had everything 
I've never had? Did she like me? Probably not, but she liked me 
being plain and dull and awkward while she was such a star. 


I was the more intelligent one, that's all. She wouldn't have cared 
about that. She had had beauty and self-confidence, a husband, a 
child, a lover, and no worries. She had never had a job, so she didn't 
have the fear of losing one always hanging over her. She didn't 
know what it was like to be me, working for an outfit that was 
always threatened with closure or at any rate being severely cut in 
size. Her husband might not earn much but he did earn it and it 
would go on, he would keep her for the rest of her life and to avoid 
working herself all she had to do was keep having babies. I realized 
then that he wouldn't and she wouldn't, because she was dead. All 
the beauty and the charm and the unearned income were over for 
her forever. I asked myself if I cared and I knew at once that I didn't. 
I was glad. I was relieved. I ought to feel happy, because all I had to 
worry about now was keeping the way I felt from Gerry, and 
keeping the truth from him too. 


I drove the last mile or two and turned into Irving Road. It was 
one of those streets of terraces, about a hundred years old, I 


suppose, all the houses exactly the same, gray brickwork, slate roofs, 
a gable at the top and a bay window downstairs, nothing green, 
drearily ugly. Once, about a year before, I was driving Mummy up 
there to see a friend in Edgware and I pointed out Hebe's road to 
her, deserted but for a van driver delivering something. The place 
looked a uniform gray in the drizzling rain. Mummy is so out of 
touch she thinks young married couples all live in lovely detached 
houses in leafy suburbs. “He's not doing very well, is he?” she said. 
“That's the sort of street your grandparents lived in when I was 
small. Of course, it didn't last long. We moved when I was seven.” 


It wasn't deserted that Saturday morning. A crowd stood outside 
Gerry's house, filling the tiny front garden, spilling all over the 
pavement, people with cameras and a single policeman. It took me a 
moment before I understood. This was the press. As I parked at the 
curb, as near to the house as I could get, reporters and cameramen 
swarmed up to the car and a flash went off in my face. I tried to 
push through the pack, their voices shouting at me, “Who are you?” 
“What are you doing here?” “Are you Hebe's sister?” 


The normal reaction is to cover one's face even if one has nothing 
to hide. I picked up the scarf that was on the seat beside the paper, 
held it up ineffectually to my mouth and nose and got out of the car. 
“I'm only the babysitter,” I said. 


“Would you call yourself a family friend?” someone asked. 


“If you like,” I said, “but I don't know anything.” I'd have loved to 
talk to them, tell them the truth about Hebe and Ivor Tesham, but I 
knew that would be just for the momentary pleasure of it. I had an 
interest in the long term and I needed to remember that. I elbowed 
my way through the crowd to Gerry's gate, shoving aside cameras 
they stuck in my face. “Please let me get to the door.” 

Gerry must have heard some of this, because he opened it just as I 
got there. The cameras homed in on him, their flashes blinding. He 
grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. The slamming door shook 
the house. 


“Where's Justin?” I said with just the proper air of concern. 


“My mother's been here and taken him home with her. I feel 
guilty about that. He ought to be with me. But he just walks up and 
down saying, ‘Justin wants Mummy’ and it's unbearable.” 


I thought he'd take me in his arms and hug me, it seemed the 
natural thing to do in the circumstances, but he didn't. He'd been 
crying and his eyes were swollen. I went into the kitchen and made 
us both tea. I carried it into the living room on a tray and drew the 
curtains to shut out the faces pressed against the glass. All the time I 
was telling myself, don't let it show that you're enjoying yourself, 
don't let him see you're excited. 


“There's a police officer out there,” Gerry said, “but he says he 
can't do anything unless any of them breach the peace, whatever 
that means, or do criminal damage.” 


The noise they made, a kind of threatening hum, punctuated by 
shouts, reminded me of the sound of distant battle I'd heard in war 
programs on television. 


“Was it really an abduction?” I asked him. 


“The police say so. It must have been. She was handcuffed, Jane. 
She had a scarf tied round her face. I don't really know much more, 
only that one of the men is dead and the other is in a very bad way 
in intensive care. He's unconscious and has been since it happened.” 


“The lorry driver?” 


“It seems not to have been his fault. He's uninjured apart from 
cuts and bruises. I mean, the lorry was so big and the car so 
comparatively small. They haven't said, of course they haven't, but 
the general idea seems to be that it was the fault of this man Dermot 
Lynch. He was the driver of the car.” He thought he was changing 
the subject. Maybe he thought the idea was to spare me atrocious 
details. “How long did you wait for her at the theater?” 


“Only till it was too late to go in,” I said. “Only about a quarter of 
an hour.” 


“You didn't phone me?” 


Impossible to get out of that one without a lie. I lied. “I did try. 
There was no answer.” 


“Odd,” he said. “I was here. What time would that have been?” 


“About twenty to eight. I had to find a call box. The phone rang. 
Perhaps I'd got a wrong number. You know how it is— you misplace 
one digit.” 


“That's what it must have been,” he said. “Were you worried?” 


“Not really,” I said, ad-libbing. “I thought there must have been 
some crisis at home and I didn't want to bother you. I was going to 
phone this morning.” 


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, of course.” 


It was soon after that that he began to cry. He put his hands on 
the arm of the chair, put his head in his hands and sobbed. I didn't 
know what to do so I did nothing. Probably the best thing I could 
have done was join him and cry myself, but I couldn't. Only 
actresses can make themselves cry. I remember once seeing Nicola 
Ross with real tears pouring down her face in some play. But I am 
no good at acting. I just sat there and listened to the battle hum 
from outside and the racking sobs inside and after a while I made 
more tea. When I came back with it, his crying was over and he was 
sitting very upright, red-eyed and hollow-cheeked. 


In a voice made hoarse by all those tears, he said, “I don't under 
stand why anyone would want to kidnap her. What for? Not for a 
ransom surely. I haven't got any money. Would I live here if I had?” 

“T don't know,” I said. 

“T asked the police if they could have mistaken her for someone 
else but they said no.” 


That evening, of course, they were saying yes. 


I pi nis washing. I made a casserole for his supper and Justin's and 
put it in the oven. The kitchen wasn't an advertisement of Hebe's 
housekeeping skills but I couldn't see why I should clean it up. He 


wouldn't notice. At midday I battled my way through the reporters 
and photographers— I found controlling myself and not talking to 
them the hardest part—drove to a supermarket at Brent Cross and 
shopped for him, Justin, and myself. Mrs. Furnal, a bright talkative 
woman, very unlike her son, brought Justin back at five, struggled 
through the mob, shouting to them to go away, to leave her son 
alone, to have some compassion and think of the child's feelings. I 
would have known better than to say any of that nonsense. She 
almost fell into the house when I opened the front door. 


Justin ran ahead, calling, “Justin wants Mummy.” 


Quickly recovered, Mrs. Furnal sniffed my casserole, pronounced 
it delicious, almost in the same breath telling me I could go home 
now as she meant to stay for the evening. 


“Please let me know if you want me again,” I said to Gerry. 


We'd been in the kitchen and hadn't noticed a lull in the 
pandemonium outside. It was half past six. When I opened the front 
door all the reporters had gone. There was just one cameraman 
remaining and he was about to leave, loading his equipment into 
the boot of his car. I was rather disappointed, because I kept 
wondering if one of them would eventually force his way into the 
house or climb up to the half-open bedroom window. But it wasn't 
to be, as Mummy would say. The phone rang and Gerry went to 
answer it. It was the police to tell him there had been a new 
development and they would call on him “shortly,” but I didn't 
know that at the time. I said to his mother to say good-bye to him 
for me. I tried to kiss Justin but he jerked his cheek away and then I 
left. Halfway to Kilburn, where I live, I decided I was going to 
phone Ivor Tesham. I'd find his number somehow and I'd call him. 
Why? I don't know really, but I felt that I needed to speak to him. I 
could feel the adrenaline racing through my veins, or whatever it 
does, something that seldom happens to me. 

Oddly perhaps, I didn't think much about why the press had 
removed themselves from outside Gerry's house. I was naive, I 
suppose, I didn't know much about that sort of thing, and I thought 


they'd given up because it was getting late, it was Saturday night 
and they weren't finding out anything new. When I got into my flat 
the first thing I did was turn on the TV and I caught the tail end of 
the news and about two minutes devoted to the crash, the 
abduction, and the serious condition of Dermot Lynch. They had a 
shot of Gerry at his front door with a tearful Justin in his arms and 
one of me running with a scarf held up to my face. 


The phone rang twice in ten minutes. I didn't answer it but I 
guessed it was Mummy. Like the way I have premonitions, I can 
always guess when it's Mummy who phoned. She didn't leave a 
message and I knew why. She wanted to get hold of me herself and 
talk for hours about the kidnap, something she knew she could only 
do when she was paying for the call. When I'd poured myself a glass 
of wine and drunk about a third of it, I got the phone book and 
looked up Ivor Tesham. I didn't expect him to be there, I thought 
he'd be ex-directory, but there he was: I. H. Tesham, 140b Old Pye 
Street, SW1. Finding him had been quick. Bracing myself to dial that 
number took longer. The adrenaline had gone back to wherever it 
came from, so I drank some more wine, took a deep breath, and 
dialed the number. Of course I was fairly confident he wouldn't be 
there, not on Saturday night, and I preferred to think of him getting 
the message I'd leave and feeling he'd perhaps have to phone me. He 
answered. 


Not with his number or his name, not with “Hello” but a simple 
cool, “Yes?” 


I took a deep breath. “Mr. Tesham,” I said, “my name is Jane 
Atherton. Hebe was my friend. I have been with her husband all day 
and now I'm at home I thought you might want to talk to me. I 
mean, I know you arranged for Hebe to be picked up last night. I 
thought there might be things you wanted to know.” 


Silence. It endured so long that I thought for one moment that she 
might have made it up. She was a fantasist. Maybe she had some 
other lover, some ordinary man, but to make me envious had told 
me it was this glamorous MP. The pearls were fake, she'd bought 
them herself at some cheap place. 


“Mr. Tesham?” 

At last he spoke. “I think you must have been her alibi.” 
"YS, 

“A rare occurrence for me, but I am at a loss for words.” 


“T don't mean to upset you,” I said, remembering what Mrs. Furnal 
had advised about compassion. It doesn't come naturally to me. 


He laughed. It was a laugh without amusement. “What are you 
going to do?” 
“T don't understand,” I said. 


“Really? Let me be more explicit. Do you have information you 
want to pass on to the—er, the authorities? Mr. Furnal? Perhaps 
you'd be good enough to tell me.” 


I didn't know what he meant. Did he think I was threatening him? 
My excitement died and the tears I couldn't shed when Gerry was 
crying pricked my eyelids now. A cold drop ran down my cheek. I 
could cry for myself. 


“I'm not going to tell anyone,” I said. “I don't know anything to 
tell anyone. All I know is that you sent a car that was meant to pick 
Hebe up last night.” 


“Ah,” he said. “I think you've confused things, Miss Atherton. A 
car picked Hebe up last night, but it had nothing to do with me. The 
two men inside it intended to abduct her. Does that clear things up 
for you?” 

It was he who confused me. He made me feel the way good- 
looking sophisticated men always do, even when I can only hear 
them. I said, “Yes, thank you,” and to that I added, “I'm sorry.” 


I really cried then. Great tearing sobs. I'd made a fool of myself. 
On a high all day, I had dropped down into the depths in the space 
of the three minutes the call lasted. Why I should have remembered 
at this point how Hebe had humiliated me, I don't know. Unless it 
was because he had done the same. Back into my mind came her 
kindly suggestions that such and such a boring man, some colleague 
of Gerry's, their next-door neighbor who lived with his mother, the 


elderly widower who was my boss at the library, might be 
persuaded to fancy me. That was what led to me inventing Callum. I 
started wondering if she had liked going about with me because 
seeing us together pointed up her beauty by contrast to me. So I 
cried and drank some more wine and went to bed, only to get up 
again when the phone rang. 


Mummy, of course. Was it my friend all that stuff on the news 
was about? The girl who lived in that rather squalid house in the 
middle of nowhere? 


“That's a bit rich from someone who lives in Ongar,” I said. 


“Please don't start by being rude to me, Jane. I've been ringing 
and ringing you all day. The least you can do is tell me if this thing 
on the television is true.” 


So I told her what my day had been like, with special reference to 
how upset I was at losing my best friend. 


“Well, really, Jane, I would have thought I was your best friend. 
I'm sure no one does more for you than I do.” 


That I ignored and went on a bit about Gerry being devastated, a 
word she uses a lot herself, and poor little Justin. I'd done the 
shopping for them, I said, and cooked and now I was exhausted, so 
if she wouldn't mind I'd ring off. The phone rang again almost 
immediately and of course I thought it was her, wanting to reprove 
me for being offhand. It wasn't, it was Gerry. 


The police had been and had told him they had reason to believe 
that Hebe had been abducted by mistake for someone else, a far 
more likely victim, the wife of a multimillionaire. That was why the 
press had gone. This news would be in the newspapers next day and 
on the television. 


If I could spare the time, would I come up to Irving Road again 
tomorrow? I hesitated and then I said of course I would. There 
wouldn't be the excitement there had been today. The media people 
would now be outside the multimillionaire's place, wherever that 
was. 


I said I had come down from my high and dropped into the 
depths, but now I sank even lower. I suppose that unconsciously I'd 
been thinking, certainly hoping, that Ivor Tesham might have been 
in some way responsible, but now I knew he couldn't be. It was a 
real kidnap and the woman they meant to abduct was someone else, 
someone who maybe looked like Hebe but that was all. 


Why had I said I'd go up to Irving Road again? What was in it for 
me? The fact was I had nothing else to do and that is true for me on 
most Sundays. As I lay down in bed again I had another 
premonition, a very powerful one this time. “Premonition” means 
something bad to come, though, doesn't it? This wouldn't be bad but 
maybe a real future for me. Like I often do, I saw it in pictures—one 
single picture really. I was in the house in Irving Road, in the living 
room, and Gerry was there sitting in the other armchair. All the 
photographs he keeps of Hebe about the place had gone and I had a 
wedding ring on my finger. 


I vor was relieved in an entirely unreasonable way. It was as if the 
crash and the abduction had nothing to do with him but were 
only something which he, like almost every newspaper reader in the 
country, had read about. Press attention had shifted to Kelly Mason, 
to her husband and his millions, to his purchase of a football team; 
police attention had shifted away from Irving Road, West Hendon, 
to the Bishops Avenue, Hampstead Garden Suburb. He knew this 
theory must be false, he knew what had really happened, but it 
seemed to him only like a heaven-sent reprieve that carried with it a 
free pardon. 


“I'm off the hook.” He punched the air exultantly. “The worst is 
over.” 


“Hebe is still dead,” Iris said. 
“T'm well aware of that, thank you.” 
“What exactly were you afraid of, Ivor?” 


“ ‘Afraid’ is a strong word,” he said. “I was starting to feel 
increasingly uncomfortable about the possibility of my little 
adventure coming to light. In some gossip column, for instance.” He 
gets pompous and talks like a politician when he is excited. “In 
some diary piece. If I'd gone to the police, as you helpfully 
suggested, that's what would have happened. Now, you see, 
anything like that would have been quite unnecessary. It wasn't 
Hebe they meant to abduct. It was this Kelly Mason.” 


He placed the scathing stress on “Kelly” that up-and-coming Tory 
notables always do put on names they perceive as working class. Iris 
looked at him sadly. She was more affected by all this than I was, 
but then she loved him a whole lot more than I did. She shook her 
head. 


“But you know that isn't true. They did abduct Hebe. It may have 
been a mock abduction but it was aimed at Hebe, not Kelly Mason. 
Don't you have to get that clear, whatever the police and the media 
may think?” 

Ivor had turned up without warning halfway through Sunday 
morning, his arms full of Sunday papers. Our reception of the news 
hadn't been the wholehearted congratulations on his escape he had 
expected. 


“Whatever,” he said dismissively “Have you seen a paper yet? 
Have you seen the news on television? It's extraordinary. This chap 
Damian Mason has been getting anonymous letters threatening to 
kill his wife if he doesn't give up buying whatever-it-is United 
football team. He even had one threatening to abduct her. I imagine 
he told the police it wasn't Hebe but his wife poor old Dermot and 
Lloyd were after. I feel like going up there and shaking his hand.” 


“T wouldn't,” said Iris. 
“Of course I won't.” 


I had picked up the Sunday Times and was looking at the photo 
graph of Kelly Mason, a pretty blonde not all that unlike Hebe. 


“You can see the resemblance,” I said. 


“To Hebe? Oh, please. You jest.” He had an irritating habit of 
saying this, like some minor character in Shakespeare, instead of 
“you must be joking.” I don't think I'd ever disliked my brother-in - 
law so much, though I knew my antipathy wouldn't last. “Hebe was 
beautiful,” he said. “She had a delicate, ethereal sort of beauty. 
Actually, I can't bear to think of that damaged, spoilt. That really 
distresses me.” 


It was at this point that Nadine, who had been asleep upstairs, let 
out a disgruntled cry. I went up to her, glad of the chance to get 
away. When I came back with her in my arms, Iris was asking what 
Kelly Mason would have been doing walking down the Watford Way 
at seven in the evening or any other time. Wouldn't she more likely 
have been in her Lamborghini in Hampstead Garden Suburb? 


“It's actually a Porsche she has,” Ivor said, laughing. He could 
laugh. His bouncing from frightened gloom into adrenaline-fueled 
ebullience was almost manic. “Apparently, her mother lives in one 
of those roads off the Watford Way. She'd been there on Friday—in 
the Porsche of course— and was safe at home when they thought 
they were abducting her.” 


Iris corrected him. “When the police think they thought they were 
abducting her, you mean.” 


“You know, if I wasn't convinced of your sisterly devotion, I'd 
begin to think you rather resented my escape from disgrace. That's 
what the press call people in my position who've come to grief, you 
know, ‘the disgraced MP.' Is that what you'd like?” 


I'd had enough of this, so I took Nadine into the kitchen, where I 
laid her down on a counter and performed that task which, in the 
eyes of women's magazine journalists and nannies, is supposed to be 
the test of good fatherhood: I changed her nappy. She kicked and 
smiled and laughed, and as always I was lost in adoration. She is 
almost eighteen now, gratifying me with her splendid A-level 
results, four passes at A grade, and it says something for her good 
sense that if she heard this, my talking about her as a baby would 
provoke no more from her than an amused, “Oh, Dad.” 


Though richer and neither more nor less beautiful, Kelly Mason 
hasn't enjoyed such good fortune, such love or happy family life. 
She knew nothing beforehand about the anonymous letters—her 
husband had kept them from her—but she knew when she read 
those Sunday papers. They called her a “Checkout Chick” and a 
“Supermarket Cinderella” because she worked for Tesco when 
Damian Mason first saw her. He was in there buying a packet of 
crisps and two hundred cigarettes. It was his first ever visit to a 
supermarket and probably his last and he fell in love with her. 
Everyone said she was lucky. He took her to some South Pacific 
island on their honeymoon and bought her a big house (the papers 
called it a mansion) in Hampstead Garden Suburb. 


She had always been nervous, a shy diffident sort of girl. The 
journalists who interviewed her after the attempted abduction 
mocked her cruelly for having no O levels (GCSEs were called O 
levels when she was at school), for wearing high heels with white 
jeans, for enjoying television sitcoms. The photographs they used of 
her were the ones in which she was standing awkwardly, her mouth 
open or her eyes shut. The press that assembled outside her house 
terrified her. She was afraid even to go near a window. After four 
days of it she had a miscarriage. 


Kelly Mason passionately wanted children. She never had any. 
She had several what were then called mental breakdowns instead. 
Psychiatric wards in private hospitals became places with which she 
grew very familiar. She spent six months in one of them and long 
periods in others. Most of this found its way into the papers as 
Damian Mason's riches increased and his fortune passed the five 
hundred million mark. You can probably remember all this. When it 
seemed unlikely that Kelly would ever emerge from her 
incarceration in some expensive hydro for the incurably insane, 
Mason divorced her. He married again last year and his new wife 
has just had a baby. I'd be the first to say that all this wasn't Ivor's 
fault, but without his idea of a birthday present for Hebe Furnal it 
would very likely never have happened. 


I went back into the living room and found them both still sitting 
where they had been before but Iris drinking a glass of water and 
Ivor with his usual gin and tonic. That reminded me. 


“Thanks for the champagne,” I said. 


He laughed. “You thought I'd put it in your fridge to thank you for 
lending me your house. No doubt I should have done, but I didn't. I 
forgot it. Still, you're welcome.” 


I put Nadine on a blanket on the floor and we watched her kick 
and roll about and laugh. 


“Isn't she lovely?” Iris said. 
“Very lovely.” I think he meant it. “I'm proud to be her uncle.” 


“Would it do you any real harm if all this got into the papers? It 
wasn't your fault. If it was anyone's, it looks as if it was Dermot 
Lynch's.” 

I don't know if it was her mention of the press or Dermot Lynch's 
name, but a shadow seemed to cross his face. The young, carefree 
look he'd had from the moment he came into the house an hour 
before had gone. 


“Tt depends on what you mean by real harm. The Lady”— Ivor 
always referred to Margaret Thatcher as “the Lady”— “wouldn't like 
it. If I'm in line for promotion I wouldn't get it or not yet. If they 
used stuff about the handcuffs and the gag they'd make me look like 
some sort of pervert.” He tried to sound confident but didn't quite 
succeed. “You see, there'd be the little difficulty of me not going to 
the police when the media made it look like a real abduction and 
perhaps rather a larger difficulty when I didn't after they thought 
this Kelly Mason was the victim. But I really think that's all over 
now. I mean, with the interest moving to the Masons—even if 
Dermot comes round and talks, a pretty unlikely eventuality, would 
anyone believe him?” 


I'd decided not to join in this conversation. 


Iris said, “They'd want to see you, though, wouldn't they? They'd 
ask you if there was any connection between you and the Masons 
and maybe between you and Hebe.” 


He had thought of that, but being reminded of it brought that 
sullen look back to his face. “Well, perhaps, but no one knows about 
me and Hebe except you.” 


“Are you sure of that?” 


One person knew or half knew, the woman friend of Hebe's who 
had provided her alibi. She had phoned him the night before but he 
didn't tell us that then. He wanted to get off the subject, that was 
clear. He had said he was off the hook and now it was starting to 
look as if he was still hung up on it. Ivor's is one of those natures 
that will put the best construction on a situation if possible, take the 
brightest view, be optimistic. It's a useful trait in a politician. After 


all, they never get up in Parliament and say the war was a mistake, 
the economy is in dire straits, and only darkness lies ahead, do 
they? Ivor sat up straight in his chair, asked for another gin, and 
said he had a feeling everything was going to be all right. It would 
blow over. 


“Let me take you out to lunch.” 


We didn't like going to restaurants with Nadine in her buggy. 
Disapproving glares from other diners made me cross and Iris 
nervous because I was cross. We assembled various leftovers, along 
with a cold chicken, for lunch and after that we all went for a walk 
on the Heath. It was sunny and getting warm, a beautiful time of the 
year, and we talked about other things. 


That was the last we saw of Ivor for a while. Iris told me at the 
beginning of June that she was pregnant and I of course was 
overjoyed. But even though we were preoccupied, Ivor wasn't 
absent from our minds and we thought about him a lot. We both felt 
he ought to have been in touch with the police from the moment he 
knew about the accident and this, up to a point, estranged us from 
him. Iris kept saying not going to the police was unlike him, she 
wouldn't have believed it of him. As for me, I thought it behavior 
characteristic of politicians, who become different people once they 
have a little power and can see the possibility of more power to 
come. 


We read the papers every day, more papers than we usually did. 
We watched more news on television and listened to more on radio. 
Most of the anonymous letters Damian Mason had received 
appeared, photographs of them or printed facsimiles. Tabloids daily 
carried pictures of Kelly Mason running out to her car or her 
frightened face at a window. One of her sisters, stupidly but in 
innocence, gave them a photograph of her in a bikini. No paper paid 
much attention to the inquests and only one of them, a broadsheet, 
mentioned them. Hebe Furnal must have had a funeral but no 
reporters or cameramen appeared to have attended it. Lloyd 
Freeman's, on the other hand, was a much-photographed big affair, 
his coffin half hidden by extravagant wreaths and crosses. There 


were nearly as many photographs of him as of Kelly Mason, 
including one taken at that party of Nicola Ross's, his arm round a 
woman who was probably his girlfriend. 


The most significant new information to appear was the police 
release that among the objects found in the crash car and strewn 
about the street where the accident had taken place was a gun. A 
nine-millimeter pistol, the Bond gun. When we read it Iris and I 
assumed this was part of the “props,” the paraphernalia Ivor had got 
Dermot to buy, but in this country, then and now, you can't go into 
a shop and buy a gun as you can handcuffs and gags. And this was a 
real one, though it seemed no ammunition was found with it. 


During that first week reference was made just once, as far as I 
saw, to Dermot Lynch. This was in a small paragraph at the foot of 
an inside page. It said that he still lay unconscious in hospital, but 
not which hospital, and that he had been visited only by his mother, 
Mrs. Philomena Lynch, and his brother Sean. Hebe had passed 
entirely away from media interest. A mistake had been made, they 
seemed to believe, and the best way to exonerate themselves from 
reproof was to avoid all mention of error. Hebe had been in the 
crash car, Hebe had been seen by a witness being forced into that 
car, and Hebe was dead, but all that was unimportant, was in the 
past and best forgotten. Whether the police also thought that way I 
doubt. Probably they were looking at both possibilities, that either 
Hebe or Kelly Mason might have been the intended victim, but if 
they were the press was uninterested. 


Ivor had tried, with some success at first, to make us believe his 
wotries were over. Dermot Lynch would never recover, would never 
speak rationally and coherently about what had happened. But he 
didn't really think this way. Very badly injured people do recover 
consciousness, sometimes after months of coma, and they especially 
do so now (and seventeen years ago) that medical science has made 
such advances. Ivor knew this as well as I did and worried about it. 
In the weeks following the accident he apparently made several 
attempts to find out where Dermot was and what condition he was 


in. He told us this later on, but only when he wanted help in finding 
the hospital Dermot had been taken to. 


He had the Lynches' address in Rowley Place, Paddington, a 
Westminster City Council complex of blocks of flats where Dermot 
had lived with his mother and brother. He had their phone number. 
Of course he also had the phone number of the garage in Vauxhall 
where Dermot had worked. But he was afraid to phone either 
number, though “afraid” wasn't the word he used. All the time, 
while this business was troubling him, he was hoping Dermot would 
never “come to,” as he put it, preferably would die, and because of 
his upbringing and education and social life, and hangovers from a 
religious teenage he still retained, was aware too that this desire of 
his was monstrous and shocking. 


He had thought and thought often that he could phone Mrs. 
Lynch, say he was a friend of Dermot's and ask after him, but there 
were objections to this. One of these was his voice. His was the 
accent of the upper class—and their accent is quite different from 
that of an educated middle-class person, as I expect you've noticed— 
and he had no gift for disguising it. He might be Dermot's employer 
(which indeed he briefly had been) or a client of the garage (which 
he was) but Dermot's mother would never believe he was Dermot's 
friend. There was the question too of how much about the birthday 
present Dermot had told his mother. Very little probably, because 
she would most likely have disapproved. But he might well have 
told his brother and told him the name of the man who employed 
him. Ivor decided this was unlikely, as Sean Lynch would surely 
have come forward if he had information for the police, but still he 
disliked the idea of calling Sean Lynch in case he put ideas into the 
man's head which might not have been there before. 


Attempting to discover Dermot's whereabouts was a better way 
forward. Ivor told us, or told Iris, that he had never before phoned a 
hospital to find out the condition of a patient but he assumed the 
switchboard would put him through to the appropriate ward. This 
didn't happen. He was asked if he was a relative and, when he said 
he was just a friend, was told they could give out no information 


except to close relatives. His inquiry as to whether Dermot was in 
there met with a frostier response. They couldn't tell him that either. 
And so it went on. At last a hospital in northwest London admitted 
that Dermot was among its patients but it could tell him nothing 
more because he wasn't a relative. Ivor considered posing as a 
relative but soon dismissed this idea. He couldn't bring himself to do 
it, for he thought he would be worse off afterward, ashamed, full of 
self-disgust, and maybe even more vulnerable. It would be his first 
admission to the outside world of his involvement in the abduction 
and the accident. Almost superstitiously, he thought he would be 
exposing himself to discovery and could expect those things he had 
so far avoided, visits from the police, phone calls from the press, 
dreadful paragraphs in diary pieces. 


The kidnap story disappeared from the front pages, went inside, 
vanished altogether from television, until one day it was gone. It 
had blown over. Everywhere but in Ivor's mind, that is, and also one 
supposes in Kelly and Damian Mason's. To Ivor, contrary to what he 
had expected, the absence of the story was worse than its presence. 
Its departure left him to imagine silent workings under the 
untroubled surface and his imagination was very active. It presented 
to him awful scenarios. Unknown to him or to almost anyone, 
except perhaps Gerry Furnal and Damian Mason, along with the 
police, wheels were turning, schemes were being concocted and 
plans laid. Dermot had regained consciousness and, in his fuddled 
and confused state, muttered a hitherto unconsidered name, hinted 
at a game, a joke. His mother was even now talking to the police 
about terribly damaging revelations. Then, also, there was that 
unknown quantity, Lloyd Freeman's girlfriend. At the tail end of the 
story, one of the last images on television had been Lloyd's funeral 
and the wreaths and crosses of spring flowers. There had been a 
woman at that funeral, young as far as could be seen, a veil of black 
gauze covering her head and face, making her un recognizable. The 
same picture was in the papers and Ivor got it into his head that this 
was Lloyd's girlfriend, a woman to whom Lloyd might have told 
everything before he went off that evening on his last drive. 


All these imagined happenings he passed on to Iris when he called 
her one morning to ask for her help. I was away in Manchester for a 
couple of days, sorting out the problems faced by a firm of insurers 
based in that city. If I'd been there I don't think she would have 
done what he asked. Certainly I'd have tried to dissuade her. But she 
did it. She phoned Philomena Lynch, said she was from a local 
newspaper and was inquiring about her son Dermot, who, she 
understood, was still in hospital. 


She told me about it when I got home. It was bad enough doing it, 
she said, but it would have been worse to keep it from me. 


“He was in such a state, Rob. He'd worked himself up into 
absolute terror. He's been imagining police coming into the House of 
Commons after him.” 


“What did she say, this Mrs. Lynch?” 


“Well, she said Dermot was still unconscious but the hospital had 
told her not to give up hope. They'd known worse cases where the 
person had come through and been all right.” 


“Satisfy my curiosity,” I said. “Which newspaper did you say you 
worked for?” 


“The Paddington Express. I made it up. I thought it was quite 
clever.” 


“It sounds like a train,” I said, and she laughed, but it was an 
uneasy laugh. 


In fact, there was a local paper called the Paddington Express, but I 
don't know if they ever found out about Iris's impersonation. Ivor 
was somewhat comforted by the results of this phone call. At least it 
showed him that his worst fears were groundless, all that paranoid 
stuff about wheels grinding and turning under the surface and the 
police silently planning when to strike. Iris was rather ashamed of 
herself. Not long after she'd made the phone call she said she put 
herself in Philomena's shoes and wondered how she'd feel if Nadine 
were in hospital and some impostor called to find out how she was. 


AsoutT THREE WEEKS after this, toward the end of June, Ivor was alone in 
his flat in Old Pye Street. It was coming up to nine in the evening 
and the phone rang. He was still in the stage of never answering the 
phone without being apprehensive that it might be Jane Atherton or 
Gerry Furnal or the police (not to mention Lloyd Freeman's 
girlfriend or a member of the Lynch family) and he kept to his new 
habit of replying with a single brusque, “Yes?” 

It wasn't any of those people but one of the Prime Minister's aides 
at Number Ten. The Prime Minister would like to see him at eight- 
thirty on the following morning. Ivor wasn't so far gone in paranoia 
that he thought Mrs. Thatcher wanted to cast him into outer 
darkness because she'd found out about the birthday present. He 
knew what the phone call meant. A mini-reshuffle was expected and 
this was promotion. Elevation. By eight forty-five next day he would 
be an Under-Secretary of State in a government department, the 
next rung on the ascending ladder to power. 


H ebe tried to change her accent to what is called received 
pronunciation, but the Newcastle came through in unguarded 
moments. Still, I hadn't realized that her parents were quite such 
Geordies, the sort of people who would call their daughter Hilda 
before she renamed herself. She had more or less cut herself off 
from them for years. They came down for the funeral, as they put it, 
though Mummy always says that wherever you live you come up to 
London, and they brought an aunt of Hebe's with them, a woman 
who looked like someone's cleaner. A lot of friends of Hebe's were 
there, girls I had never seen before, not all of them dressed as I 
think one should be. You don't wear skirts inches above the knees 
for a funeral and you don't wear bright red. Gerry's mother came, of 
course, chatting away to everyone. She only managed to shut up 
while the vicar was conducting the service. 


The least I could do was offer to go up to Irving Road on the 
following Monday, but when I got there I found a strange woman in 
the kitchen, drinking coffee and giving Justin his breakfast. She 
wasn't really a strange woman but the one in the red miniskirt I'd 
seen at Hebe's funeral. Gerry was there too, of course, about to go to 
work. He introduced me, said this is Grania, and didn't I get the 
message he left on my answering machine? I didn't. I get so few I 
mostly don't bother. He said he had had so many offers of help he 
has got someone coming in every day this week and next. I thought 
how awful this would be for Justin, one strange woman after 
another, but I didn't say anything. I went up to Justin to kiss him, 
but he turned his face sharply away and leaned as far away from me 
out of his high chair as he could without falling. 


I'd taken a week of my holiday that was owing me but I didn't say 
that either. When I had spoken to him at the funeral Gerry had 


asked me if I'd do him a tremendous favor and get rid of Hebe's 
clothes for him. Sort them out and take them to the Oxfam shop or 
something. Perhaps I'd also dispose of her jewelry. She'd been 
buried with her wedding ring but he would like to keep her 
engagement ring and one or two other things he had given her, a 
locket with a picture of Justin in it and a gold bangle. I said I would 
do that, but I didn't much like the way I was being treated, 
considering I was putting myself out for him. 


“T can't do it today,” I said. “It will have to wait.” Hebe always 
used to say that if you want to get hold of or keep a man you should 
play hard to get. Why not begin as I meant to go on? “I'll come back 
on Thursday. I'll be free then.” 


This was Grania's cue. She handed me a cup of coffee and said she 
could do it, it would give her something to do while she was there. I 
was about to tell her she would have enough to do in that house 
without sorting through clothes—I suspect she likes clothes a lot, 
even if they're someone else's— but Gerry got in first and said she'd 
have her hands full with Justin. Jane will do it, he said, and then he 
went off to work. 


When she was sure he was out of the house and heard the front 
door bang, Grania said, “I'm glad to have a chance to talk to you.” 


I said nothing but drank my coffee. Justin put up his arms to be 
lifted out of the chair but he put them up to her, not to me. She 
lifted him out and told him to go and play. 


I said, “What do you want to talk about?” and she said, “Did you 
know Hebe was having an affair?” 


So I wasn't the only one she had confided in. I said nothing, just 
kept very still. 


She looked at me with her head a bit on one side. She is a tall, 
thin woman, about thirty, with long, dark hair. Her jeans were very 
tight and her heels were very high and it looked as if bending over 
to pick Justin up might have been a problem. 


“T phoned once or twice in the evenings and she wasn't in. Gerry 
said she was out with you. It must have been three times I phoned 


and that's what he said. I thought it a bit strange Hebe going out 
with a woman in the evening. She could have seen you in the 
daytime or the weekends, couldn't she?” 


“What do you want me to say, Grania?” 


“T don't know what you mean by that,” she said, looking offended. 
“IT asked her. She said he was a VIP and something in the 
government and it was bound to come out into the open some time 
but to keep it dark for now.” 


I said I knew nothing about it and then I went to find Justin. But 
it proved one thing to me, that I was no more important to Hebe 
than she was. Justin was in the living room, sitting on the floor, 
surrounded by the contents of his toy box, saying, “Mummy, 
Mummy, Mummy,” in a singsong but not obviously unhappy voice. 
When he saw me he rolled over onto his front and stuffed his fists 
into his eyes. 


By the time I went back on Thursday Gerry had left for work and 
this time the woman-in-residence, the Justin-carer, was Lucy 
Compton, who was one of Hebe's bridesmaids. I was the other one. 
We must have looked ludicrous in our pale blue satin and wreaths of 
cornflowers, for Lucy is five feet ten and I am five feet two. But she 
was a welcome change from Grania. I didn't mind her. On Monday I 
had thought I was Hebe's best friend, her closest woman friend, but 
now I was beginning to doubt it. Justin behaved with her as if he 
was used to her being in the house: let her pick him up and cuddle 
him; as soon as she sat down, went to her and climbed on her knee. 


It makes me feel like Hebe deceived me, the way she deceived 
everyone, letting me think I was really important to her. I may as 
well be honest and not pretend. I feel rejected, jealous of her 
because of Hebe as well as Justin. The past is being destroyed, made 
to mean something different from what I'd thought, and I wonder if 
Hebe just made a convenience of me, if I wasn't important to her at 
all. I was useful because I agreed to provide an alibi for her whereas 
perhaps these others didn't. Maybe she had asked Lucy but Lucy 
wouldn't. I waited for her to ask me if I knew Hebe was having an 


affair but she didn't, she just said a lot of very conventional things 
about how terrible it is to die young and what a tragedy for Gerry 
and Justin. 


When I could escape from these platitudes I went upstairs to 
begin my task of clearing out Hebe's clothes, but first I went to the 
drawer where I know she kept her jewels. There was a lot of junk in 
there, necklaces mostly, which I wouldn't dignify with the name of 
costume jewelry, and a small plastic box containing the engagement 
ring, the locket, and the bracelet. I'd brought three large plastic bin 
bags with me and a carrier. The junk went into the carrier and I felt 
in the back of the drawer and brought out the flat black leather case 
in which the pearls were lying on a bed of pink velvet. 


They were beautiful but could I say they were more beautiful than 
any you see in a chain store? I couldn't and I know Gerry couldn't. 
She'd told him they came from the British Home Stores and he took 
her word for it without question. I wondered what Ivor Tesham paid 
for them. A thousand pounds? Five? More? I sat down on the bed, 
which Gerry said he hadn't slept in since she died, and I began 
thinking a lot of thoughts that are bad and base, not to say criminal. 
Do other people think like this when temptation comes in their 
way? Do they consider possibilities that would land them in court, 
in prison? Or do such things never cross their minds because they 
are honest, they are good people who, if these possibilities were 
suggested to them, would simply shake their heads and smile? Well, 
I expect I'd be good and all smiles if I'd had their luck and their 
chances, but life hasn't been very fair to me, to say the least. 


Who would know if I took these pearls to a jeweler and asked him 
to value them? And when he had valued them said to him, will you 
buy them from me? Gerry believes what Hebe told him about where 
they came from. As far as he knows or cares, they are worth no 
more than the string of red glass beads I had just dropped into the 
carrier. He will expect them to disappear along with the beads and 
the carved-wood bracelet and the plastic lapel pin. My parents gave 
me the deposit on the studio flat I live in but I have a mortgage and 
I am poor. The library pays me a wage— it calls it a salary—not 


much more than half the national average and my (late) father 
called it disgraceful for a woman with an upper second from a good 
university. My car once belonged to my parents, who gave it to me 
when they bought a new and better one. The furniture in the flat is 
their castoffs. 


I would like a new car and a new carpet and a decent big TV. I'd 
like some clothes and not the sort that come from Dorothy Perkins. I 
didn't have to decide then and there, I could think about it, but 
there was no reason why I shouldn't take the pearls home with me. 
After all, if I left them behind, one of these friends of Hebe's, 
whoever was on duty next day, some other greedy gossip, might go 
rooting about in this room and find them and take them home with 
her. 


I'd brought my handbag upstairs with me and I put the pearls in 
their case inside it. I didn't have to decide. I didn't even have to 
think about it, but I did think about it. I couldn't help myself. I'm 
still thinking about it now. A jeweler might refuse to buy them from 
me unless I could prove they're mine and I have a right to them. I've 
heard that's what happens. I took the case out of the bag again and 
read on the underside of it that the pearls were bought from As- 
prey's. I know where Asprey's is, it's in Bond Street. Suppose I were 
to be very bold and tell the jeweler they were given to me by Ivor 
Tesham and if he wanted to check Mr. Tesham would confirm it? 
Would he confirm it? I think so. He would if he was afraid I'd tell 
Gerry he was Hebe's lover. 


I read two significant items in my paper this morning. One was 
that Tesham has been made a junior minister in the Department of 
Defence and the other is that the police had found a gun in the 
wreckage of the crash car. I am wondering now if those men in the 
car really made a mistake when they took Hebe. She was going to 
Tesham, she told me so; she was going to be taken there in a car and 
given her birthday present. It looks like he paid them to fetch her 
but he can't have done. He wouldn't have had a gun, not an MP— 
would he? 


I started going through her clothes. I took them off their hangers 
in the clothes cupboard and laid them on the bed: light summer 
dresses, miniskirts, T-shirts, tops, jeans, a couple of coats, no rain 
coat. Women like Hebe don't have raincoats, they totter on high 
heels holding up small umbrellas and getting wet, squealing because 
the rain is spoiling their hair. Did Gerry never look in this 
cupboard? I suppose not. At the back, behind the shoes, mostly 
strappy things with high heels, was a small case standing on the 
bottom of the cupboard. I opened it and I was shocked. But not only 
shocked. I thought, I have found the excitement I thought I had lost. 


A voc couar Of black leather with spikes is the first thing I see. There 
are thigh boots—not the lace-up ones, she was wearing them—and 
crotchless knickers and platform bras, fishnet stockings, a black lace 
corselette. A black leather miniskirt, very brief, a corset with 
suspenders, the kind of things you see in Ann Summers's windows if 
you look, only I don't look for more than half a minute. Why would 
I? They aren't for women like me. I give them a quick glance and 
then look away. Because all this stuff gives me a strange feeling that 
I don't want. I hate it, I disapprove of it, but it excites me. And not 
in a way that I like. If I feel desire, I mean sexual desire, I want to 
feel it for someone, not like this, a kind of intense but undirected 
longing—for what? For myself? To be touched by anyone? It 
wouldn't matter who. 


I didn't take the things out of the case. There was more underneath I 
didn't even look at. I could feel a pulse beating in my chest. I was 
breathless and if Lucy had come in I don't think I could have 
spoken. I closed the lid and fastened it and put the case inside one 
of the plastic bin bags. What I'm going to do with it and its contents 
I didn't know. I still don't know. Temporarily, the pearls had gone 
out of my head. 


The bin bags and the carrier and my handbag I took downstairs 
and put them in the boot of my car. Lucy had gone out with Justin. I 


walked about downstairs a bit, thinking how Gerry had wanted me 
with him and would have gone on wanting me if those other girls 
hadn't interfered. I thought then that I'd probably seen him for the 
last time. As for Justin, he used to like me, we always got on all 
right. I suppose the truth is his father has turned him against me, or 
Grania and Lucy have. But this sort of thing is always happening to 
me. I ought to be used to it by now. I wrote a note for Lucy, saying 
I'd taken all the clothes and to tell Gerry I'd dispose of them, and I 
left without a backward glance. 


ArHomein the evening with nothing to do and nowhere to go as usual, 
I looked at the pearls again, at the creamy pallor of them, the 
delicate bloom which is on all pearls, real or cultured or fake. But I 
wasn't really thinking about them, I was thinking about Ivor 
Tesham. He would have left the House of Commons by this time and 
be at home in his flat in Old Pye Street, Westminster. Unless he had 
gone out. I pictured him leading an exciting life, dizzy and 
expensive, in clubs and at premiéres, very unlike my own—the sort I 
don't know much about apart from what I read in the papers. A new 
girl would be with him, for I don't suppose he was being faithful to 
Hebe's memory. He and his life are so different from me and mine 
that we might belong not just to different sexes but to different 
species. Unlike me and Gerry. We are the same sort of people. I'm 
much more his sort of woman than Hebe was. She was like Tesham 
or would have got like him if she had lived a bit longer. I suddenly 
see them together in a luxurious bedroom, she in that corselette and 
that dog collar and he gazing at her, a picture I squeeze my eyes 
shut to escape. That man frightens me and makes me shiver, but I 
knew then that I couldn't let him get away from me and disappear 
from my life. 


It was several evenings later, and my holiday that was no holiday 
from the library was over, when I phoned him. I'd put the pearls 
away in a drawer but I got them out and looked at them every day, 
and they seemed to me not just beautiful but a weapon of power. 


When I was a child and afraid of someone, Mummy used to say to 
me, “They can't eat you.” Ivor Tesham couldn't eat me. I'd forgotten 
his number but it was in the phone book. This time when I'd looked 
it up I wrote it down on the pad I keep by the phone. 


When I'd spoken to him before he'd made me feel naive. I'm not 
naive now, I've changed and grown older. I'd started crying too and 
now that seems ridiculous. I picked up the phone and dialed the 
number on the pad, but before anyone answered I put the receiver 
back and tried to think a bit more about what I was doing and what 
I was going to say when I spoke to him. If I did. Should I just trust 
to the inspiration of the moment? I poured myself a glass of wine 
and sat by the phone, thinking. I was conscious of a new feeling, 
something I'd never felt before. It was a sense of power and it came 
to me through the pearls. I fetched them in their case, opened it and 
touched them. I can have power over Ivor Tesham, over a Minister 
of the Crown, a law-maker. And not quite knowing what it is he had 
in mind when he got those two men to pick up Hebe in the street, 
that didn't matter. He won't know that I don't precisely know, only 
that I know he is involved, a major actor in the play. 


I remembered his voice and his suave tones, his photograph in 
Dod's, his biographical details (Eton and Brasenose, called to the 
Bar), where he was and where I was. For he is rich and good- 
looking, a Member of Parliament, some kind of minister, 
increasingly powerful, while I belong to an invisible group, the 
ignored women that most people don't know exist in the 1990s. In 
the 1890s, yes, they'd say, but not now. Not sixty years after all 
women got the vote, after the success of the feminist movement, 
after no profession is closed to them and equal pay is coming. But 
we are there and in our thousands. We go to bed alone and get up 
alone, go to work on a bus or a tube, eat a sandwich for lunch alone 
or with another similarly placed woman, go home by bus or tube to 
a tiny flat or a room in a shared flat. The highlight of the week is a 
film we see with the flat-sharer. There are few or no men in our 
lives because we never meet any. The men at work are married or 
engaged or living with someone. We have all, of course, had at least 


one affair or a two-or three-night stand, with a married man whose 
guilt or fear soon deprived us of his company. Weekends that mean 
so much to the attached, the ones with lovers or husbands and 
families, are our worst days and afternoons our worst time. None of 
us is much to look at, of course, none of us has charm or that 
vitality men like. As we approach thirty and pass it we know there 
are no unmarried men left for us and there will be no children 
except the sort that come out of a bottle. I don't suppose Ivor 
Tesham has given a thought to a single one of us, the faceless tribe, 
except, as in my case, to whether we can provide alibis for his 
married girlfriend when she comes to prance about his bedroom in 
lace-up boots and frilly camisoles. 


I was just going to dial that number when the phone rang. I hoped 
it might be Gerry but, of course, it was Mummy. How had the 
funeral gone? 


“Tt went,” I said. “What do you expect?” 


There was no need for me to speak like that, she said, she was 
only making a simple inquiry. It wouldn't be right if she didn't take 
an interest. “How is he taking it?” 


I said he was all right. It hadn't been a very happy marriage. 
“You've never said anything like that before, Jane,” she said. 
“Maybe not, but she wasn't dead before, was she?” 


Responding to that was beneath her notice, I suppose. She said 
she'd paid “a certain sum” into my bank account in advance of my 
birthday next month. “A certain sum” with her is always fifty 
pounds, so of course I said thank you very much, though I don't 
have a very high opinion of people who think they can buy your 
affection with money. But, for some reason, talking to her gave me 
confidence, and when she had rung off I took a deep breath and 
dialed Ivor Tesham's number. It started to ring. They have red boxes 
to take home, these ministers, don't they? Boxes full of papers, I 
imagine, though of what kind I don't know. After the tenth ring he 
picked up the phone (looking up from those papers, I suppose) and 


again said, “Yes?” in that supercilious tone I don't think he would 
use if he expected the Prime Minister on the line. 


“This is Jane Atherton.” 
A pause. He's great on pauses. Then he said, “Ah, the alibi lady.” 


That voice had its effect on me. Not enough to make me cry and 
put the receiver down, as it did before, but sufficient to sap my 
energy and make me feel like abandoning whatever I'd intended to 
say to him. But what had I intended to say? 


“T think we should meet,” I said. “We have things to talk about.” 


I don't know what I meant by that or what I would have to say if 
we did meet. The words just came into my head and I uttered them. 
I waited for him to be patronizing or insulting. He was neither and 
so I knew he was afraid. 


“Very well,” he said, using a phrase I've read but never heard 
anyone say before. “When and where?” 


He'd refuse if I suggested we meet in Westminster at his place, so I 
suggested it and he did. How do I, who have never before done 
anything like this, know how to do it? I said, come to my place 
instead, and I gave him my address. “Tomorrow evening, seven- 
thirty?” 

He agreed to that and said, “Till then,” in a pleasanter way, and 
“Good-bye,” in a friendly tone. 


I understood why. He had high hopes of me because I'd invited 
him to my home in the evening. That, in his book, meant I'm willing 
to sleep with him. He was hoping I'd turn out to be another Hebe, as 
beautiful and—dare I say it?—as easy. 


Nexr pay was Wednesday and I went shopping. If Ivor Tesham was 
coming to my flat I would have to entertain him. At least get 
something for him to drink. Whisky, gin, vodka, these were the 
names that ran through my head, but what if he only drank brandy 
or Burgundy or beer? It was useless and very wasteful to buy 


anything. I can't afford it. I drank the last of that bottle of wine after 
I'd talked to him and I shall make him a cup of tea. 


Just as I had cold feet about the available drink, I now had second 
thoughts about my flat. I doubt if he has ever been anywhere like 
my flat. It consists of a bed-sitting room, which becomes a kitchen 
at one end, and the only door apart from the front door leads into 
the bathroom. There is a table that belonged to my grandmother but 
was in her sheltered housing living room and isn't the kind of 
grandmother's table that might be in Ivor Tesham's family, made by 
Chippendale of course—or did he only make chairs? I have chairs 
too, the fireside kind with sagging brown seats and wooden arms, 
and a rug worked by my mother as therapy when she was on 
medication for depression. My bed can become a sofa, but only does 
so when someone is visiting because working the mechanism that 
needs to be set in motion for the conversion to take place is a back- 
breaking exercise. I used to do it when Hebe visited but haven't 
since she died. As he was to have tea in lieu of spirits, should I also 
have let him confront the unmade bed? That he would probably 
have construed as a further invitation, so I manipulated its hinges 
and creaking shafts and turned it into a sofa, scattered it tastefully 
with cushions and massaged my back. 


I'd decided by then what I'd say to him. It amused me a bit to 
think that Hebe's jewelry, the tat as well as the pearls he gave her, 
were in the kitchen, inside a drawer where I keep the brochures that 
tell me how to use my minute fridge, baby oven, and mini electric 
kettle. Perhaps I should ask him if he will confirm that he gave me 
the pearls when a jeweler rings him up to ask him. 


But I knew I wouldn't, because I was quite suddenly overcome 
with shyness—no, not shyness but fear, real fear. There were three- 
quarters of an hour to go before he was due and though I'd resolved 
to do nothing to my appearance and nothing more to the flat—I'd 
done quite enough—I went into the bathroom and had a shower, 
washed my hair and blew it dry with great care, sprayed myself 
with the last of my perfume and put on my only dress, tights, and 
the highest-heeled shoes I have, which aren't very high. On an 


impulse I fastened the pearls round my neck, but quickly took them 
off again. Hebe was always trying to teach me makeup techniques 
but I didn't pay much attention and now, when I try to do ambitious 
things to my eyes, it all goes wrong and I have to wipe it off. I 
ended up with a sprinkling of powder and some carefully applied 
lipstick. 


He was almost due and I knew he would be on time. His job and 
the kind of life he leads make sure of that. And just as the green 
digits on the microwave clock changed from 19:29 to 19:30 the 
doorbell rang. I pressed the key to let him in and heard it buzz 
downstairs. A great calm had descended on me and a feeling that 
nothing mattered anymore. 


The photograph in Dod's is a good one. The camera hasn't lied. He 
is very handsome, if you like that kind of chiseled regularity, the 
thin mouth, the aquiline nose. I couldn't read his expression, what 
he thought of me, if he thought anything. He said, “Good evening,” 
and called me Miss Atherton, which made me wonder if I know 
anyone else who does that. He is a graceful man and elegant in the 
dark suit and white shirt I suppose he wore in the House of 
Commons today. Of course he didn't look me up and down with 
scorn or amusement, and now I wonder how I could have imagined 
such behavior. Writers sometimes talk about thoughts coming to 
you “unbidden” and the thought that came to me then I certainly 
hadn't looked for. I wondered what it must be like to be the sort of 
woman who was squired about wherever she went by a man who 
looked like him and spoke like him. 


I asked him to sit down in one of the “fireside” chairs and offered 
him tea. I was wrong too to think he'd look round my flat 
incredulously or with contempt. He took it in his stride and the 
chairs and the tea—only he didn't take the tea. “That's very kind of 
you but no, thank you,” he said. 


What to say to him, how to use this time, maybe half an hour, 
came to me quite suddenly. I sat down opposite him and said, “You 
will have been wondering why I asked you here.” Here I made 
myself pause. “Don't look so worried,” I said, though he didn't. “It's 


only that I thought you might like something of Hebe's as a 
keepsake—well, to remember her by.” 


He slightly inclined his head. It wasn't quite a nod, more like 
some one doing what I think is called a court bow. What had he 
expected me to say? Something about the car and the crash and the 
gun, I expect. I looked for some sign of relief from him but saw 
nothing. His color, which is a pale olive, didn't change. I wonder if I 
am the only person in the world who knows he and Hebe were 
lovers. 


“Hebe's husband asked me to take her jewelry and do what I liked 
with it. I've been getting rid of her clothes to charity shops. Would 
you like to see some of the things?” 


This time he did speak. “Thank you, I would.” 


He has a beautiful voice, measured, civilized, very public school. 
And now relief was in his tone. I guessed this was because he 
understood that I'd asked him here not to harangue him or threaten 
him but simply to make that very ordinary and usual gesture of 
offering a memento of the dead to the bereaved. 


There was nowhere in this flat where I could be out of sight of a 
visitor but the bathroom. I couldn't pretend Hebe's things were 
anywhere but where they are, in the kitchen drawer. However, he 
didn't watch me. He sat in his fireside chair, looking out of the 
window beside him at the uninspiring landscape of Kilburn— 
Brondesbury borders, the terrace of red-brick villas climbing the 
hillside, the squat Nonconformist church. I took all the jewelry but 
the pearls out of the drawer, put them on a tray, a plastic thing with 
a selection of British birds on it, and carried it over to him, putting 
it down on my mail-order flat-pack coffee table. 


He expects to see the pearls, of course, and sees instead the string 
of red glass beads, the silver-gilt chain off which the gilt is peeling, 
a red and a green plastic bangle, something which I think is an 
anklet, a white metal ring with a large pink stone that is probably 
glass, half a dozen pairs of earrings, trashy sparkly things, and a 
pink porcelain brooch in the shape of a rose. 


“She had some good things too,” I said, and I know he thought I 
was going to mention the pearls. “Her engagement ring, a locket, 
and a gold bracelet. Gerry wants to keep those, as you can imagine.” 


“Quite,” he said, because he had to say something. 


The last thing I had expected was happening to me. I was 
enjoying myself. I felt something I've never known before. It's power 
I feel and it's heady. Was he going to ask about the pearls? He 
wasn't. He couldn't quite bring himself to do it. He couldn't say, I 
gave her a valuable necklace because I thought I would be her lover 
and she would be mine for years. I didn't give it to her husband. But 
no, he couldn't. He would rather lose five thousand pounds or 
whatever the pearls are worth than expose himself to me as mean 
and greedy. Probably, he was brought up to think talking about 
money was vulgar. I should be so lucky. 


“Ts there anything you would like?” I said, so full of power that I 
had to stop myself laughing out loud. 


“Perhaps this little brooch?” He picked up the china rose. 
I smiled and said, “It's quite pretty, isn't it? I'll find a box to put it 


in.” 
The box I found contained the red beads. I put the china rose 
inside it and, as I did so, I laid my hand for a moment on the black 


leather case where the pearls lie in their pink velvet bed. 


Ivor Tesham thanked me too profusely. It's all terribly kind of me. 
He added that he knows I was a good friend to Hebe. Then power 
got the better of me and I said, “Because I lied for her and deceived 
her husband?” I laughed loudly to take the sting out of that and, 
after a stunned moment, he laughed too. He hadn't shaken hands 
with me when he arrived but he did then. I listened to his footsteps 
going fast, too fast, down the stairs and the front door being closed 
too sharply. 

Did he wonder what Hebe, who was so beautiful and sexy, saw in 
me? Did he wonder why she called me her friend? He doesn't know 
how much she enjoyed having someone to patronize and show 


herself off against, the sparrow that no one notices when the golden 
oriole perches next to it. 


Gerry pHonep me and I couldn't help feeling he had only got in touch 
with me when he had exhausted all other possibilities. He had no 
one to look after Justin on Friday, so could I come? There are some 
people, especially men, who think others don't have to work. But 
considering I had been thinking I might never see him again, this 
was good news, so I said I would take the day off work and come. 
This time Justin didn't turn his back on me. He didn't tell me to go 
away but let me kiss him when I arrived and put his arms round my 
neck. And Gerry seemed pleased to see me, telling me how grateful 
he was for all I'd done. He could rely on me the way he couldn't on 
anyone else. He wished I lived nearer. 


I went out into the hallway with him when he was leaving for 
work. Saying, “Oh, Jane, I miss her so,” he put his arms round me 
and hugged me. It was the first time anyone had held me like that 
for years. I could feel his warmth through my clothes and his heart 
beating. Back in the kitchen after he'd gone, I lifted Justin out of his 
high chair and danced about with him in my arms, singing, “Here 
we go gathering nuts in May, nuts in May, nuts in May ...” until he 
shrieked with laughter. 


Gerry would marry again. Why shouldn't he marry me? I was 
much more suited to him than Hebe had ever been. I wouldn't be 
unfaithful to him. Justin would soon love me as much as he'd loved 
her. Gerry wouldn't have hugged me like that if I hadn't begun to 
mean something to him. Was he beginning to see that Hebe had 
never been much of a wife to him, never really loved him? 


As I put Justin into his buggy and prepared to walk him down to 
the Welsh Harp and the fields of Kingsbury Green, I realized I didn't 
know how to catch and keep a man. I didn't know how to begin 
except by being there, someone he relied on more than anyone else. 


T he trouble with being a minister, Jack Munro once said to me, is 
that you're an MP as well. You don't stop representing your 
constituents in Parliament just because you've been made an Under- 
Secretary of State at the Home Office, or, as in Ivor's case, Under- 
Secretary of State in the Department of Defence. In the two years 
he'd been in Parliament Ivor had been a good constituency MP, 
holding his surgeries at fairly regular weekly intervals, accepting as 
many engagements in Morningford as was possible for anyone who 
couldn't be in two places at once, giving a sympathetic ear to the 
concerns of constituents. And once he became a minister he kept it 
up. He was ambitious; he wanted to be good and be seen to be good. 
But it was hard. No one pretends it isn't hard. Only the 
indispensable mass, the people who put you there, the electorate, 
haven't the faintest idea. 


Ivor acquitted himself well. He sat on the government frontbench 
when there was room for the lowlier ministers; he spoke well and at 
not too great length. He attended the innumerable meetings which 
are a minister's lot and in July, a week before the House rose for the 
summer recess, flew off for two days to the Balkans to give support 
and comfort to our Air Power Overseas. And when the House had 
adjourned on a Thursday and he could leave, he drove down to 
Ramburgh, all prepared for his Saturday-morning surgery, for 
opening the flower show or the harvest festival, for speaking in the 
evening at the Conservatives’ annual dinner or the Chamber of 
Commerce High Street Traders' Supper. 


On August 2 Iraq invaded and overran Kuwait. U.S. forces, sup 
ported by troops from various European, Arab, and Asian countries, 
were sent to Saudi in an attempt to shield the kingdom from Iraqi 
assault. Although the Commons wasn't sitting, all this kept Ivor even 


busier than usual. The crisis deepened and made more work for him 
when Iraq announced on August 28 that Kuwait had become the 
nineteenth Iraqi governorate and extended the borders of Basra 
south into Kuwait, thus creating a new province. This situation, in 
which Ivor was closely involved, might have been thought so much 
bigger and more momentous than his personal problem as to make 
it seem petty, perhaps even to distract him from it. But we human 
beings aren't like that. Those things that are close to home, matters 
which affect our individual pride and reputation and the way we are 
viewed by others, those come first. 


Whatever decisions he made, no matter how often and how far he 
traveled, he still carried his burden of stress. He was never free of 
worry. Dermot Lynch was always in the forefront of his mind. Those 
weekends when he was in Morningford and not in West minster or 
the Middle East he would always find an hour to come over to us at 
Monks Cravery. He came to talk, to unburden his soul, I suppose. 
We were the only people he could talk to, for although others knew 
some of it—Nicola Ross, for instance, knew he had had a girlfriend 
he never talked about and that he had known Lloyd Freeman; 
Hebe's nameless friend, the “alibi lady,” knew a little more than that 
—we alone knew the whole thing from start to finish. The whole 
sorry mess, as he put it. 


Nothing more had been heard of Dermot. I might say that nothing 
ever was heard of him; the newspapers had only mentioned him 
during the first couple of weeks after the accident. It wouldn't have 
been much of a story for them, I could see that, especially if he 
recovered fully and was liable to be up in court on a charge of 
causing death by dangerous driving. They would have to be very 
discreet about anything like that in the offing. 


All the time Ivor knew that the thing he was worried about wasn't 
the thing he ought to be worried about. Hebe's death was what 
should have concerned him, hers and Lloyd Freeman's, but he 
hardly thought about their deaths. And he cared very little about 
Dermot's guilt or innocence in the matter of who caused the crash. 
He was solely troubled about the man's regaining consciousness and 


talking to the police. Or the press or anyone at all, come to that. 
And, of course, he imagined him saying, “It wasn't a real abduction. 
This MP called Mr. Ivor Tesham set it up as a kind of joke. Hebe 
Furnal was his girlfriend and he wanted her kidnapped and 
handcuffed and gagged and brought to his house. For her birthday. 
Like a game.” 


Something else that constantly bothered Ivor was the gun. The 
handcuffs he knew about, they were part of his planned scenario, 
and the balaclavas and the gag and the blacked-out windows in the 
car, but not the gun. One of them, Dermot or Lloyd, must have 
brought that gun along as a bit of additional color, a surely 
indispensable adjunct in their Hollywood-driven ideas of what an 
abduction should be. The gun was a serious business; that it had 
been in the car at all was serious. The chance of its being connected 
to him made Ivor physically shiver. I saw a shiver actually run 
through him when he talked about it, sitting in our cottage by the 
log fire, for it was autumn by then and turning cold. 


“T'm obsessed with Dermot Lynch,” he said. “I dream about him. I 
dream about him in bed in that hospital, just moving his hand and 
opening his eyes. Then he opens his mouth and he speaks my name. 
His mother's there and she says she can't hear him and to say it 
again. It's his mother to the life in her overall and her slippers. She 
sits there holding his hand and he moves his hand and she's so 
happy.” 

I tell him he needs a drink and I'll get him one, but he says no, 
he's driving, and he reminds me that though he now has a 
government car, using it and the driver who comes with it for 
constituency work is forbidden. He's got to be back in Morningford 
by seven. All he needs now is to compound his villainy by being 
done for driving over the limit. 


Iris says, “How do you know his mother wears an overall and 
slippers? You haven't ever seen her, have you?” 


There was silence and then he told us. This man was in his 
thoughts all the time until he couldn't stand it any longer without 


doing something. He'd gone on the tube up to Paddington, but 
found when he got there that Warwick Avenue would have been the 
nearer station to William Cross Court in Rowley Place. He walked, 
aided by the London A— Z, over Brunel's bridge, through an 
underpass under the Westway and up into the genteel streets of 
Little Venice and Maida Vale. William Cross Court, built in the 
1970s, had been sandwiched in between gracious stucco villas. It 
was a sprawling block of mustard-colored council flats with washing 
hung out to dry and bicycles on the balconies. Ivor might have been 
to Eton and Brasenose but he was an MP who'd done his canvassing 
along council-flat walkways. It wasn't new to him. He wasn't 
surprised that the hallways were covered in graffiti and the lift was 
out of order. He walked up to flat 23, not knowing what he was 
going to do when he got there. 


As he came to the top of the third flight the door of number 23 
opened and a woman came out. She was about sixty but startlingly 
like Dermot, or he was like her. That was when he saw the overall 
and the slippers. A parcel had been left on the step outside her front 
door and she had come out to pick it up. Ivor walked on past, up the 
fourth flight, and she didn't see him. Or she took no notice of him if 
she did. 


“You didn't speak to her?” Iris asked. 
“Of course I didn't. Of course not.” 
“What was the point of going there?” 


“T don't know,” Ivor said. “I know Dermot used to live there but I 
didn't know if his mother was living there alone or the brother lived 
there with her. I suppose I went there because I feel I can't go on 
like this. I can't but I have to, I've no choice. Since then I've found 
out everything I can about the family, but it doesn't exactly help. I 
mean, the brother's called Sean and he's some sort of builder. He's 
not married or anything.” 


I asked what “or anything” meant. 
“Cohabiting, as we politicians say,” said Ivor. 
“And Dermot wasn't?” 


“It appears not. They're first-generation English. Both parents 
came over from Ireland in the 1960s and lived first in Kilburn.” 


“What's the point of knowing all this?” Iris said. 


“T don't know.” Poor Ivor gave what Iris tells me 1920s novelists 
used to call a mirthless laugh. “There wasn't any point. I tell myself 
I'm interested because I ought to do something for the Lynches. 
Because it was my fault, if you see what I mean. Of course you see 
what I mean. But Lloyd Freeman's dying was just as much my fault, 
you could say, and I haven't done anything about him. But he had a 
girl-friend he'd been cohabiting with.” 


“Well, don't do anything about him,” Iris said. “You've got enough 
on your plate with Dermot Lynch.” 


“T want him not to recover. If I spell it out frankly, I want him to 
die. Isn't that the most appalling thing you've ever heard? Doesn't it 
make you want to turn me out of your house? He's done me no 
harm, yet I want him to die. I must be an utter shit. 


“T know which hospital he's in. I know the name of the ward. I 
think I could bluff my way in to see him. I imagine that happening. I 
dream about it. I see myself sitting by his bed, waiting for him to 
wake up. And then I'm talking to a doctor, a consultant, and he's 
telling me he'll never wake up, and I'm so happy I start laughing and 
everyone stands around me and stares.” 


So it went on. He came back next day. He'd done his red boxes, 
which were sent to his constituency, and he was on his way home to 
London. 


“IT meant to go over to Leicestershire,” he said, “and see Erica 
Caxton, but I haven't had a moment. I try to see her and the children 
as often as I can.” Ivor never said “kids,” though both young 
Caxtons were well into their teens. “I'll go next weekend.” 


We had tea and he told us what it meant to be a minister. His 
Private Secretary was a woman called Emma, in charge of 
organizing his life, keeping her eye on him, and keeping him on the 
straight and narrow path. Iris asked him what he called her and he 
said “Emma” but, according to protocol, she called him “Minister.” 


It was the same for all his officials. However, so decreed the tribal 
custom, he and his Permanent Secretary exchanged Christian names. 
Ivor liked all this, as one does enjoy the arcane rules of a club one 
belongs to, rules that are incomprehensible to those outside 
Whitehall and the pale, which is the walls of the Palace of 
Westminster. 


But I had the impression all the time he was talking that he 
valued it more than he might have done previously because he saw 
it as being under threat now. A word to the media about what had 
happened that evening in May and what hadn't happened—his 
going to the police, his admitting to them his part in it—would 
bring down all this dignity and responsibility and power. Not at 
once, of course. It would begin with a snide diary paragraph, be 
taken up next day perhaps as a few lines in an article on 
government sleaze. And then, after three or four days of this, would 
come the single-column story, the interview with him, the police 
comment, the few words from a “friend” in Parliament or his 
constituency. By the end of the week it would be on the front page, 
in the tabloids the lead, as the kidnap, the gun, and the two deaths 
reappeared in print. By then his resignation would have been asked 
for or he would have voluntarily resigned. 


None of this was said that afternoon. We had said it all before. 
After he'd gone Iris asked me if I didn't think Ivor was “seeing rather 
a lot of Erica Caxton.” 


“T don't know,” I said. “He's not seeing her at all today. He hasn't 
got time.” 


“I'm not finding fault. I quite like the idea. Isn't it time he got 
married?” 


I said she was years older than he and her husband had only been 
dead a few months. 


“Only four years older,” Iris said. “I'm not saying anything would 
happen straight away, I said I like the idea. You know Mother and 
Dad will give up Ramburgh House to him and move into the lodge. I 
wouldn't mind Erica for a sister-in-law.” 


That was never to happen. I mention it only because of the events 
that followed, or, rather, one event. 


Back iw ay, the kidnap story had driven Sandy Caxton's murder from 
the front pages. But the inside pages kept it in the public mind. 


Questions were asked in the House (and repeatedly in the papers) 
as to the guarding of former Secretaries of State for Northern 
Ireland. Wasn't it taken for granted that such people were protected 
not merely during the time they held that office but for the rest of 
their lives? 


Since Sandy's death a series of IRA attacks had been carried out in 
mainland Britain and West Germany. Hooded men shot dead a 
young soldier and wounded his two companions as they waited for a 
train on Lichfield station. A bomb on the roof of the Honour able 
Artillery Company in London exploded, injuring seventeen civilians, 
most of them students at a twenty-first birthday party. Another, 
planted a few feet inside the doorway of the Carlton Club, haunt of 
Tory grandees, seriously injured a porter and wounded two others. 
And there were many more, including the murder of a nun in 
County Armagh and an explosion at the London Stock Exchange. 


At the end of July, in an assassination which seemed an echo of 
Sandy Caxton's murder, Ian Gow, the member for Eastbourne and at 
one time PPS to Margaret Thatcher and a Minister of State at the 
Treasury, was killed when an IRA bomb exploded under his car in 
the village of Hatcham, near Eastbourne, where he lived. In a 
statement issued next day, the IRA said Gow had been killed 
because he had been central to the formulation of British policy in 
Northern Ireland, including that during the hunger strikes of the 
early 1980s and the shoot-to-kill operations of 1982. Like Sandy's, 
Gow's name had been found on an IRA death list discovered in a 
south London flat in 1988. 


There was nothing in the papers or on the television as to police 
investigations or attempts to find Sandy Caxton's killers until a small 
paragraph appeared in the Evening Standard a week after Ivor's visit 


to us in Cravery. All it said was that a London man was helping the 
police in their inquiries into Sandy's murder. I read it but took no 
more notice of it than would any other member of the public, 
indignant at the outrage. Next morning things were different. This 
was headline news. The man the police had been holding for thirty- 
six hours was Sean Brendan Lynch, 29, of Padding-ton, west 
London. 


I was pretty sure Ivor would be aware of it. He read at least two 
papers a day from front page to back, every word. But I thought I 
ought to see him. I wondered if he understood the seriousness of 
this and I phoned him and asked if I could come into the Commons 
for a drink at six that evening. 


He said, “You've seen it, then?” 


When we met he told me he had read it in his office. All the 
papers were placed on a table there every morning, of course, and 
the Standard appeared around lunchtime. Mostly, he had no time to 
go anywhere for lunch. The days of lunching out at a leisurely pace 
were gone. His lunch was brought to him, two sandwiches and a 
bottle of sparkling water, and he made the mistake of offering one 
of the sandwiches to Emma. “Oh, no, thank you, Minister,” she said 
in shocked tones. 


The Standard had been brought in. He took a bite out of one of 
the sandwiches, got up to read the lead story, something about the 
Prime Minister and Geoffrey Howe, then an account of a rape trial. 
Underneath, at the foot of the front page, was a paragraph headed 
“London Man in Caxton Killing Probe.” He said he gripped the edge 
of the table where the papers lay, afraid he might fall. For the first 
time in his life he knew that sensation of the room going round and 
he hardly knew how he kept himself from crying out. Fear of Emma 
coming rushing in, no doubt, or the Assistant Secretary or the 
Deputy Secretary. 

“T told myself to read it again,” he said. “I knew I must read it, 


however much I longed to chuck the whole thing into the 
wastepaper basket. I read it but got no more out of it. A man called 


Sean Brendan Lynch was at a police station, answering questions, 
being interrogated. Because, obviously, he was suspected of being a 
member of the IRA, very likely was a member of the IRA, and must 
have done something or been concerned in something to make him 
a suspect in Sandy's assassination.” 


“This man is Dermot Lynch's brother?” 


“The very same. Things would be bad enough if it came out that 
I'd employed Dermot and Lloyd Freeman to snatch Hebe, but that's 
nothing compared to my being connected with the brother of a 
known member of the IRA and Sandy's assassin.” 


He reminded me that the Conservative Party loathed the IRA and 
had done so ever since the horrors of the Brighton bombing. It was 
impossible to overestimate the disastrous results of anyone 
connecting him with Sean Lynch. 


“Or any of the Lynch family,” I said. 
“T know.” 


“See you do know, Ivor. Last week you were telling us about 
going to the flats where the Lynches live and about your dreams.” 


He took a deep draft of his Merlot, which is probably some thing 
else ministers aren't supposed to do when they may be going to 
speak. “They were dreams. That's all they were. I won't go near the 
Lynches again. I'll bear it in silence.” 


He gave a wild sort of laugh. People turned round and someone, a 
woman, smiled and raised her eyebrows. 


Soon after that the division bell rang. He finished his drink and 
said, “It's a funny thing but I'll always remember it, the division bell 
ringing when I first met Hebe and repeating her phone number over 
and over and going to vote and writing the number down.” He gave 
a sort of sigh, half despair, half exasperation. “I won't do anything 
silly, Rob,” he said, and was gone. 


There was a lot he didn't tell me that night. He had in fact already 
been back to William Cross Court and plunged himself even more 


deeply into what he'd called the sorry mess. But it was not until 
weeks later that I learned this. 


He nap promisep NOt to go near the Lynches again. Perhaps by that he 
had meant only that he wouldn't speak to Sean Lynch, some thing 
he could hardly have done while Sean was in custody. But I don't 
know. Anyway, he broke his promise. You have to understand that 
to go there at all was almost impossibly difficult for him when the 
Commons was sitting. A minister, even a junior minister, is expected 
to be attending all those meetings, chatting to his coterie of fans, 
picking up gossip or, in the latter part of the day, in the division 
lobby to vote. His job isn't like that of some other professional who 
can easily take two hours off here or there once he has reached a 
certain status. But that autumn there was a conference he attended 
in Brighton—not the Conservative Party conference, that had taken 
place a month before in Bournemouth, but something to do with 
aircraft production and technology. He was taking part in a brains 
trust and next day speaking to a group about the vital importance of 
a certain kind of bomb being used by Air Power (or some such 
thing). Once that was done he came back briefly to London. He had 
been taken to Brighton in his government car but he couldn't use 
that for this clandestine visit. A train took him to Victoria and from 
there he got the tube up to Warwick Avenue. 


It's hard to say why he went, what he hoped to accomplish. When 
the time came for him to tell me, he said he didn't know. I expect a 
psychologist would say that someone with an obsession needs to 
keep its object within his sight as much as he can. He needs it not 
just in his mind but as concrete visible substance. In his case the 
concrete, in more ways than one, was William Cross Court. 


He had thought about this a great deal. I might say that he 
thought about little else. The same fears and hopes and speculations 
went round and round in his head before he spoke at the conference 
and when he'd finished speaking, when he was having a drink at the 
hotel bar, when he was having dinner and, most of all, incessantly, 


horribly repetitively, while he was alone in his bedroom at night. He 
knew it had to stop. If he wasn't to have some sort of breakdown he 
had to put an end to it. In spite of all objections and all warnings, in 
spite of her son Sean still being questioned down the road at 
Paddington Green police station, the only way was to speak to 
Philomena Lynch. 


He had decided to introduce himself and tell her that Dermot had 
serviced his car and he had been increasingly concerned about him. 
He would say he knew he should have come before but his 
unwillingness to intrude on family troubles had held him back. 
Now, because he happened to be in the neighborhood, he had 
remembered her address and had come on an impulse to inquire 
after Dermot. 


This sounds so transparently false—what was wrong with the 
phone?—that one wonders why a man of Ivor's intelligence could 
have considered it. It looks too such a foolhardy act, so near to 
career suicide after what he had promised, that when he did tell me 
I found it almost beyond belief. But he came up with an explanation 
I could very nearly understand. He said it was like some game 
where you cast a dice and the whole of your fortune and your future 
hangs on your throwing a six. In fact, the odds in his case were 
much lower. If he threw a six Philomena Lynch would talk to him 
and tell him her son would never regain consciousness and she was 
considering switching off the life support. He would be off the hook, 
all would be well, the agony of the last months would be over. 
Other outcomes of his throw would be that she refused to talk to 
him, that she talked and told him Dermot was getting better; and, 
worst of all, that as he improved Dermot had told her he had 
something he wanted to talk to the police about. 


It was worth risking one of those three possibilities for the 
prospect of getting a six. I suppose this is the way all gamblers 
think. The six is such a glorious result, the ultimate peace of mind. 
If I'd ever experienced months of unbroken anxiety, Ivor said, I'd 
know what he was talking about. But while he was thinking like 
this, climbing the stairs at William Cross Court, between the graffiti- 


daubed walls, he was also castigating himself for the enormity of his 
mindset, that he was hoping and longing for another man's death. 


In the event, he never went into the flat. He never asked 
Philomena Lynch about Dermot or even talked to her. Because, as 
he reached the third flight, he heard footsteps behind him. They 
were the footfalls of a woman wearing high-heeled shoes. Unlikely 
that this was Mrs. Lynch but he didn't want to chance it, for he was 
still, after all these hours and days of heart-searching, uncertain how 
to begin what he had to say to her. So he went on up the fourth 
flight, as he had done before, and again, as he had done before, 
paused at the top and looked down. The woman who came to the 
top of the third flight, crossed the landing and rang the Lynch 
doorbell, was Lloyd Freeman's ex-girlfriend. 


He had seen her only once before and that had been at Nicola 
Ross's party, when she and Lloyd were still together. But he knew 
her at once. She was a beautiful woman, generously made but not at 
all fat, with nearly perfect features and a mass of thick, dark, curly 
hair. Somewhere in her late twenties or early thirties. The long skirt 
she wore, red with a pattern of black swirls, just skimmed very fine, 
delicate ankles. You could see, Ivor said, irrepressible womanizer 
that he was, what the Victorians meant when they got excited by a 
glimpse of ankle. Lloyd Freeman's girlfriend glanced up and saw him 
just as the front door opened, but plainly she didn't recognize him. 


It was a fine day for mid-November, sunny but rather cold. Ivor 
went downstairs and somewhere in the gardens of William Cross 
Court found a seat beside a bed of straggly geraniums. He sat down 
to wait for the woman to come out. 
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hen half an hour had passed and she hadn't come out Ivor 

began an internal argument with himself. What was he going 
to say to her when she did appear? Introduce himself? She might 
know the whole story of the birthday present or part or none of it. 
What he must not do was assume, as he had begun to do, that she 
and Mrs. Lynch were conferring up there as to how to expose him or 
even get some sort of compensation out of him. The chances were 
that this woman—had Lloyd ever called her by her name in his 
hearing?—had got to know Mrs. Lynch because she sympathized 
with her. They were, after all, more or less in the same boat. Lloyd 
had been killed and Dermot terribly injured in the same car 
accident. Nothing could be more natural than that the tall dark 
woman with the perfect ankles had befriended Dermot's unfortunate 
mother. 


But there was no point in his waiting for her, was there? He 
couldn't go up to her and ask how Dermot was, for he was sure now 
that this was what they must be talking about up there in flat 23. He 
didn't know her and she didn't know him. She might be hours. 
Wouldn't it be best to leave now, return to the conference, or just go 
home? And continue to suffer agonies each time he opened a 
newspaper or a journalist spoke to him? This was all very well, but 
it's my opinion that at least part of his reason for waiting was that 
the woman was attractive. She was far more attractive, she was 
more beautiful, than he remembered from that previous sighting. 
And however fraught with anxiety he might have been, Ivor was 
Ivor. 


As it happened, he had no longer to wait. After she had been in 
there three-quarters of an hour she came out of the entrance to the 
flats. She came out quite briskly and, not looking in his direction, 


walked into the street and off toward Warwick Avenue tube station. 
He got up from his seat and followed her. 


Ivor totp me that if she had looked back and seen him or had noticed 
him as they went down into the station and approached the 
escalators, he'd have given up the idea of following her. But she 
didn't look back. She must have had a return ticket. He hadn't. He 
bought one at the ticket window, the most expensive on offer, 
because he had no idea how far she would go. At the foot of the 
escalator he turned first to the platform where trains are 
southbound, but she wasn't there. He spotted her at the far right- 
hand end of the northbound platform. 


The areas this part of the Bakerloo Line reached were unknown 
territory, Queen's Park, Kilburn Park, Willesden Junction. Nowhere 
near West Hendon, as far as he knew. This was the sort of thing he 
was proud of not knowing. For someone like Gerry Furnal not to 
know where Jermyn Street was or the Carlton Club betrayed him as 
a dowdy provincial, while Ivor's ignorance of the whereabouts of 
Willesden Junction station only showed his urbanity. Well, the train 
came in and he got into the carriage next to the one Freeman's ex- 
girlfriend was in. He began to be conscious then of the unreality of 
what he was doing, a Minister of the Crown, a Member of 
Parliament, tailing someone like a disreputable private eye. And he 
was constantly aware that the whole thing was undignified, base, he 
should stop, give up; but he didn't. He stayed in the train until at 
Queen's Park he saw her walk past his window. Quickly he got out 
and followed her onto the street. Still she didn't look back. 


He tried to remember the area code of the phone number Lloyd 
had given him but he had never used it and he knew only that it 
was one preceded by the digits 081. Had Lloyd and she lived 
together or been lovers with separate homes? He castigated himself 
now for not finding out her name when he had seen her at that 
party. But why would he have? He had no idea then what the future 


held. If anyone had told him then that he'd be desperate to talk to 
this woman he wouldn't have believed them. 


For the first time, she looked round and saw him behind her, a 
long way behind. Did she recognize him? If so, she gave no sign. She 
was leading him toward what he supposed must have been Queen's 
Park itself, or rather to a street running along one side of it, a place 
of small semidetached houses, neat, quite attractive. At number 34 
she turned in at the gate, put her key in the front door lock, let 
herself in, and closed the door behind her. 


There were two bells on the left-hand side of that front door: the 
lower one was marked J. Case, the upper John Dean-Upwood. As he 
turned away, he paused inside the gate and looked back at what 
must be her window. She was standing between the half-drawn 
curtains, watching him. He almost ran. He had to tell himself that 
she would only think he had been delivering something or even had 
come to the wrong house, and controlling himself, he walked quite 
slowly away. 


Back in the flat in Old Pye Street, he looked up J. Case in the 
phone book and saw that the number he had for Lloyd was the 
same. So they had lived there together. It was five in the afternoon. 
He poured himself a generous gin and tonic, drank it, and went back 
on the train to the conference. 


In tonpon acain, he set about getting in touch with Freeman's former 
girlfriend. First of all he made inquiries of Nicola Ross, taking her 
out to dinner and picking her brains. 


“What does the J stand for?” 


“Juliet. A tad fanciful, don't you think, darling? She used to be 
married to Aaron Hunter.” Of course Ivor knew the name. He had 
seen Hunter on the stage, as we all had, but notably when he and 
Nicola appeared opposite each other in a revival of Private Lives. 
“She's an actor.” Nicola never said “actress.” “But she doesn't get 
much work. God knows what she lives on. She and Lloyd had been 


together two or three years but they'd split up a while before he was 
killed.” Then she said rather sharply, “Why do you want to know? 
Have you met her somewhere?” 


Ivor hadn't got as far as thinking up a plausible reason for making 
these inquiries. He said lamely, “I saw her at your party. When 
Lloyd was killed I thought about her. I wondered if there was 
anything I could do for her.” 


I've sometimes thought that Ivor and Nicola Ross ended their 
affair because Nicola was too astute to suit him in the long term. 
She would have seen through him. Ivor was quite ruthless enough, 
when embarking on what he intended to be a permanent relation 
ship, to foresee a time when he might want to start an affair with 
someone else. From the first, Nicola would have been on to him. His 
apparently artless speculation as to how he could help Juliet Case 
didn't deceive her. 


“T've never seen you as a philanthropist, darling. I suppose you 
fancy her. Are you talking about giving her money? Compensation 
for losing Lloyd, would it be?” 


He must have winced a bit at her directness. “Well, I don't 
suppose anyone else thinks of her.” 


“You can't know that. Anyway, I told you. He'd scarpered weeks 
before. What are you planning to do? Schlep over to Queen's Park 
with a check for a thousand quid?” She fixed on him her penetrating 
stare. “It's not as if you had anything to do with the crash, darling, 
or did you? I've always found it hard to—well, equate abduction 
with what I knew of Lloyd.” 


“Of course I had nothing to do with it.” 
“Only joking, darling. Don't be cross.” 


She had seriously frightened him. But no more was said about 
Lloyd and they talked of other things. Still undecided as to how to 
get to speak to Juliet Case, Ivor was due to go on television next 
morning—the day, as it happened, of Margaret Thatcher's departure 
—and talk about the worsening crisis in Kuwait. These TV studios 
provide a waiting room for people appearing on their programs, a 


kind of small lounge with chairs round a table where coffee, tea, or 
water is brought to them until it's their turn to go on and they're 
called. There's a TV screen on which they can watch the program 
they will be on. Ivor had done his stint, answered the questions put 
to him, and gone back into the waiting room to pick up the 
briefcase he'd left there. Aaron Hunter was sitting in one of the 
chairs, reading the Guardian. Ivor recognized him at once, the rather 
rubbery blank face that could become handsome or hideous at the 
actor's will, the full lips, the ultrashort hair the color of aging 
thatch. He only spoke to him because he had to in order to retrieve 
the case that was on the floor beside Hunter's left leg. 


“Excuse me, would you? That's my briefcase.” 


Hunter looked up from his paper and Ivor saw his flat light blue 
eyes, steady and expressionless. “You're Ivor Tesham. Aaron Hunter. 
You were good.” 


“Thank you.” 
“Of course I can't agree with the politics.” 
“No? Fortunately for me, many do.” 


A shrug of the shoulders from Hunter. He seemed about to say 
more but he was called at that moment. Ivor picked up his case and 
left, wondering what the actor was going to be interviewed about. 
The play he was currently in, he supposed. Two days before, when 
closely examining The Times for more possible news of Sean Lynch, 
he had come upon a photograph of Hunter on a page devoted to 
theater and opera notices. It was one of those pictures, usually of an 
actor and actress in a scene from the play, grappling with each other 
or in a passionate clinch, which newspapers insert into reviews. This 
was a fight, the two of them struggling on a marble floor. The man 
was Hunter but the woman was no one Ivor had ever heard of. 


But the interview wasn't about the play, though it was mentioned 
in passing. I watched the program myself and what Aaron Hunter 
talked about was sleaze. Specifically, political scandal, politicians 
who were unfaithful to their wives or stayed in hotels paid for by 
sheikhs or accepted expensive presents and lied to Parliament 


afterward. He blamed, somewhat obscurely, the party machine and 
put forward the view that proportional representation and more 
independent members (there were none at the time) would provide 
an antidote. The interviewer suggested that perhaps Hunter himself 
should stand at the next election, which would be in 1992. Hunter 
said he might at that—who knew? 


About this, at the time, Ivor knew nothing. He was on his way in 
a taxi to St. Margaret's, Westminster, where at ten that morning the 
memorial service for Sandy Caxton was to be held. While a 
distinguished baritone sang “Birth and Fortune I Despise” (not 
exactly Ivor's own sentiments) from Sandy's favorite Saul, he sat in 
the row behind Erica Caxton and her children, thinking of Sean 
Lynch. His own name might one day be associated with Sean 
Lynch's and the IRA and then his presence, pious and caring, at this 
service to bid farewell to a murdered Northern Ireland Secretary, 
would be remembered. 


The same day Sean Lynch appeared in court and was immediately 
released without any case to answer. No explanation was given, of 
course, but it must have been that there was insufficient evidence to 
warrant taking matters further. Ivor was still terribly afraid of 
Dermot's regaining consciousness and telling what he knew, but he 
no longer felt that he was under threat of being labeled some sort of 
IRA informer or spy. For a while, apparently, he had even been 
afraid of going to prison. Now the lack of evidence against Sean 
Lynch lifted a load from his mind. He could concentrate on the 
pleasant task of getting to know Juliet Case. 
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L ast week I got the sack. They didn't use that term, naturally they 
didn't, but a worse one I thought was a joke that only came up in 
TV comedy. The Librarian, who's now called the Director, called me 
in and said—he actually said and he wasn't smiling—they were 
going to have to let me go. 


It wasn't a total surprise. The Library of British History had been 
in a bad way for quite a time. We rely on private funding and 
though we've applied for government grants we're always turned 
down. I'm going to start saying “they” now, “we” being 
inappropriate, so it was “they” who had to sell one of our collections 
last year and it fetched a lot of money, but not enough. The Director 
told me they had decided to close a whole floor down and of course 
it was my floor where the histories of the late medieval period are 
kept. The collection wouldn't be sold, he said with a kindly smile, as 
if to comfort me, and actually said that if I ever wanted to look at 
anything among all that sixteenth-century stuff, there would be no 
difficulty about “granting me access.” 


I was on a month's notice, that month charmingly coming to an 
end a week before Christmas. They would pay me for the month but 
prefer me to go at the end of the week. Once I'd got over the shock, 
my big anxiety was how I was going to pay the mortgage. I'd have 
to find another job but I didn't know where to start. Companies or 
local authorities who run libraries aren't exactly going down on 
their knees, begging the unemployed to come and work for them. 
But I made a start the evening of my last day at the library, noting 
down every possibility I found in five sets of situations-vacant 
columns and applying for ten of them—eight of these extremely 
unlikely. 


Mummy phoned. The only solution she could come up with when 
I told her was to give up the flat and come and live with her in 
Ongar. In case you don't know—and why should you?—Ongar is a 
pretty village-cum-—outer suburb served by volunteer-run trains you 
have to catch in Epping. Needless to say, there are no jobs in Ongar, 
no buses going anywhere one might want to go to, and nothing to 
do in the evenings. When my father died two years ago he left 
everything to my mother, house, apartment on the Costa del Sol, a 
lot of money—well, three hundred thousand, which is a lot to me. I 
got nothing. I'd have been amazed, knowing my own luck or lack of 
it, if I had. No doubt he thought I was doing all right. I was young, I 
had a job and a home of my own. But I've sometimes thought that it 
wouldn't have hurt Mummy to give me, say, fifty thousand. Still, she 
didn't. I don't think it would have crossed her mind. 


In all the misery of being sacked I had forgotten about the pearls. 
I only found them because I couldn't remember how to reset the 
clock on the microwave and the instructions were in that drawer. 
When I fixed the clock I opened the case the pearls were in, looked 
at them and wondered how much they were worth. If it was only 
five thousand pounds it would be a godsend to me now, but if they 
were worth four times that they'd pay off my mortgage. Why 
shouldn't I take them to Asprey's and ask them? I could mention 
Ivor Tesham's name, give them his phone number, tell them to call 
him, and inquire. But I knew I couldn't rely on him agreeing that 
he'd given them to me. Perhaps he would if he thought I knew too 
much about what happened the night of the birthday present, when 
Hebe and that other man died and the driver was injured. But I 
didn't. I suspected him but I couldn't see how he might have been 
involved and, as far as I knew, he was innocent. 


It was a month since I'd been to Irving Road. I'd called Gerry's 
number three times. The first time a girl who wasn't Grania or Lucy 
answered. I don't know who she was, she didn't say. I took care to 
make my second call fairly late in the evening so that Gerry was 
bound to answer. He sounded tired and he said Justin was being 
very difficult, he'd stopped talking, just maintained silence, and 


though he slept in bed with him most nights, he was wakeful and 
restless and of course kept Gerry awake. He was going to have to 
have a nanny, though it would be a strain to afford it. He'd 
interviewed two women who answered his advertisement for a 
nanny, but both were so unsuitable it was a joke. The girl who had 
answered the phone to me was called Emily and was a friend of 
Grania's, but she was only temporary and had had to leave when her 
university term started. I asked him if I could do anything but he 
said, quite coldly I thought, that he was already overwhelmed with 
offers. It wasn't a shortage of help that was the trouble but the 
constant change of helpers. I offered again the next time I phoned 
and he started the conversation by saying he couldn't stop. He'd 
been on the point of leaving the house—his mother was babysitting 
— and he had a taxi waiting. No, he didn't need me, thanks very 
much. His mother was being wonderful. 


Naturally, I wondered where he was going in a taxi. I was 
surprised he could afford taxis, but perhaps he'd got the promotion 
and consequent salary rise Hebe had said he'd been promised. And I 
thought a bit about the unfairness of life. I who had no friends and 
virtually no money had got the sack, while Gerry Furnal, who had 
Justin and a house and was surrounded by women friends and 
supporters, was getting a step up the ladder and more money. And 
now, it appeared, was going out at eight in the evening in a taxi to 
meet someone—a girl? Was it possible he had found himself a 
girlfriend when Hebe had been dead for less than a year? He should 
have been meeting me. I was the suitable one, the woman he had 
known for years, his dead wife's friend. 


Didn't he care about Justin losing the power of speech? Because 
that's what it was. I'd heard of it happening to children as the result 
of some trauma, loss of a parent or a sibling, for instance. Gerry had 
passed over it lightly as if it wasn't important and he went on letting 
his little boy be looked after by one empty-headed female after 
another, the sort that thinks only about their appearance and men 
and sex. 


Tue cLornes rp brought back with me from Irving Road, I mean the 
kinky weird stuff, were still in the case behind my sofa bed. I hadn't 
looked inside it again but I did that evening. Again I imagined Hebe 
wearing the boots and the corset and nothing else, spread out on a 
bed with Ivor Tesham standing over her, his eyes on her, and again I 
got that excited feeling. I suppose I was putting myself in her place 
and I thought of taking these things back and showing them to 
Gerry. Why not? The truth was that I should have shown them to 
him when he first asked me to clear out Hebe's wardrobe. If I 
showed them to him and showed him the pearls too, if I told him 
the pearls didn't come from the British Home Stores but were a very 
valuable gift from someone, he'd know what Hebe was really like. 
He'd know he was well rid of her. 


Christmas came and as usual everything stopped. Letters weren't 
delivered, except the ones that were Christmas cards, so there was 
no chance of getting replies to my job applications. I went to Ongar 
to have what Mummy calls “festivities” with her. When she 
suggested it, I asked why we couldn't go to her place in Spain 
instead. At least there would be some sunshine there. She said she 
had put the house on the market, she couldn't afford the upkeep, 
and she's had an offer, so to forget it. Christmas in Ongar is 
normally grim, but this time it was worse, with her saying what was 
to become of me every few minutes and coming up as often with her 
own answer: live with her in that bit of the house she'll have 
converted for me. The present she gave me was a twinset, a garment 
or, rather, two garments I thought had gone out of fashion for good 
about thirty years ago. It was lilac and it seemed to me about the 
biggest antithesis of that kinky stuff Hebe had that you could think 
of. I came home next day, bringing with me about five pounds of 
meat from the largest turkey two people ever sat down to eat 
together. Still, it was food I didn't have to spend money on. 


Seven replies finally came to the ten job applications I'd sent, six 
to say the vacancy had been filled and one offering me an interview. 
This wasn't really a librarian's job at all but PA to the director of a 
small museum in the City “with the chance of outstanding work 


leading to an assistant curator's post.” I've never been much good at 
interviews. If I'm asked personal questions, and I'm bound to be, I 
get flustered and defensive—or so I've been told. The interview was 
for the Thursday in the following week and when Mummy phoned 
that evening I told her about it. 


“If you get it,” she said, “it would be quite convenient for you 
living here. I mean, being in the City. Where did you say in the 
City?” 

I hadn't said. “Bishopsgate.” 


“Excellent,” she said. “You come and live here with me and you 
could take the Central Line from Epping to Liverpool Street. It takes 
just about an hour.” 


Not to mention the half-hour spent waiting for the train first. 


“Tf I get the job,” I said, “I wouldn't need to live in Ongar. I can go 
on living here. Or I might move in with Callum.” 


That was met with disapproval, as I knew it would be. “Once you 
do that,” she said, “you can give up all hope of marrying him.” 


An acrimonious discussion followed, with me saying every 
married couple I knew had lived together before they were married 
and her replying that all she could say was that I must know some 
very unprincipled people. While she reverted to the “lovely home” 
she was offering me, I couldn't help asking myself if I was mad. Was 
I really getting angry and shouting at her over a man who didn't 
exist? 

“You could have the whole top floor, you know,” she said. “I've 
told you again and again, I don't mind spending money on having it 
converted.” 

But you'd mind handing it over to me instead, I thought. That 
night I was very near to deciding to take the pearls to a jeweler's 
next day. But I didn't. After sleepless hours, worrying about being 
alone—suppose I died, who would ever find me?—lack of money, 
the mortgage, and how I'd get on at the interview, I fell asleep at 
four, only to wake up wondering if the jeweler might call not 


Asprey's but the police. I seemed to recall reading somewhere that 
this is what jewelers do if they suspect they're being offered stolen 
goods. Well, they were, that's what they would be offered. I dared 
not do it. 


I didn't get the job. The interviewer was a woman. She didn't look 
a bit like Hebe, but it was Hebe I thought of when first I walked into 
the room and saw her. The skirt she wore just covered her knees 
and she had high-heeled boots and a low-necked cleavage-showing 
top. Her dark hair was long, coming halfway down her back. 
Naturally, she wanted to know why I'd left my job at the Library of 
British History and when I told the truth and said I'd got the sack, 
she made a note on the sheet of paper she had in front of her. I 
couldn't tell her I was interested in eighteenth-and nineteenth- 
century children's costumes, because I know nothing about them, 
but I said as enthusiastically as I could that I was a quick learner. 
She seemed doubtful. 


She looked me up and down then. I'd meant to wash my hair but 
hadn't had time and I'd thought it better to go without tights rather 
than wear a pair with ladders across the instep. I had hoped the 
hems of my brown trousers would hide my bare skin, but they didn't 
quite. She didn't comment but she didn't need to. All she said, after 
I'd had to tell her I'd never used a computer but again I could learn, 
was thank you for coming and she would let me know. She did, two 
days later, in a letter full of false regrets and excuses. 


I'm sure it was my less than perfect appearance that lost me the 
job, but surely we should be honest in our daily lives and stick to 
our principles? It really annoys me the way people's looks, 
especially women's looks, seem to be getting more and more 
important as we move toward the twentyfirst century. I just wonder 
if I would have been successful if I'd gone to that interview with 
bleached hair and lipstick and wearing some of Hebe's kinky stuff— 
anyway, the boots. That woman wouldn't have cared about my lack 
of computer skills or my not knowing when children wore 
pantaloons. 


That afternoon I took some of the stuff out and tried the boots on. 
They fitted perfectly, making me inches taller. I made myself walk 
up the road wearing them to the paper shop and a man on a 
building site actually whistled at me. Back at home I fastened the 
dog collar round my neck and imagined Callum coming in while I 
was wearing the boots and had my skirt pulled up above my knees, 
but I had to stop and switch off. The feelings it brought on made me 
too uncomfortable. My whole body was throbbing. 


I made myself turn to reality. The Evening Standard was carrying a 
few ads for vacancies in the kind of thing I could do and I forced 
myself to apply for two of them. The pearls in the drawer were 
starting to trouble me, almost to haunt me. They were worth so 
much—but not to me. And if it might look to someone else (i.e., the 
jeweler) as if I'd stolen them, wouldn't it look to everyone as if I 
had? Didn't I really know I had? Gerry had asked me to dispose of 
Hebe's jewels but to leave behind the valuable things. He hadn't 
known the pearls were valuable but he would have included them 
with the engagement ring and the locket and the bangle if he had 
known. Then I had an idea. 


Suppose I were to take them back and ask him if I could keep 
them? Maybe he'd offered those other women, Grania and Lucy and 
Emily, to help themselves to a keepsake but he hadn't asked me. I 
could say that to him and ask for the pearls. Then it wouldn't matter 
if Asprey's or some small jeweler called the police, because Gerry 
could say he'd given them to me. He would say it too, I knew he 
would, even if he was told how valuable they were. 

Phoning him again wasn't on. I dreaded hearing disappointment 
in his voice when he realized who it was. Of course I'm used to 
hearing that, and not only from him, but it still hurts. I would drive 
up there and see him. 


Darivine THE car for the first time since Christmas, I wondered how long 
I could afford to keep it. The way cars depreciate and so quickly is 
very unfair. If I sold my flat I would get far more than I paid for it 


five years ago, but if I sold my car I would get a sum in hundreds 
rather than thousands. It wasn't worth selling it. 


The evening was wet and miserable, and it's a grim drive anyway 
up to West Hendon. I was halfway there when I began thinking that 
maybe Gerry would be out, would have gone off somewhere in a 
taxi to meet whoever it was, and in charge of Justin would be 
Grania—or Emily if it was Grania he had gone out with. If that 
happened I would just come back and try not to calculate the cost of 
the petrol I had wasted. But he was in. He opened the door to me. 


“This is a surprise,” he said in the sort of voice you'd use to tell 
someone you're sorry their dog's been run over. He asked me in but 
I had a feeling he'd have preferred not to. It was long past Justin's 
bedtime but he was still up. He was in the living room watching 
television or he was sitting on the sofa staring vacantly into the air 
above the television screen. I sat down beside him but he didn't look 
at me and of course he didn't speak. Gerry had lost weight and was 
by then painfully thin. I had taken the pearls out of the case that 
said Asprey's on it and put them in a box that had once contained 
the nasty cheap perfume my mother had given me for my birthday. 
Gerry barely glanced at them. 


“Perhaps you'd put them away with the locket and her ring,” he 
said. 


I should have made my request then but I didn't. He went on 
talking about all his problems, how worried he was about Justin, 
how he'd taken him to a child psychologist who'd only said to give 
him time, his voice would come back eventually, and about his new 
responsibilities at work—I should be so lucky—and the longer hours 
this entailed and how sometimes he was at his wits' end. While he 
was speaking I had turned to Justin and just touched him on the 
shoulder. I thought he might throw my hand off but he didn't. It was 
as if a miracle had happened. He turned to me and held up his arms 
for me to take hold of him. I put my arms around him and lifted him 
onto my knee, where he sat and leaned his face against my chest. 
Gerry stared. He was silenced. And then an idea came to me. I'd 
really have liked more time in which to think about it, but I didn't 


have more time. The pearls had been my excuse for coming and 
once they were gone I would have no reason ever to see him—or 
Justin— again. It was now or never. 


“Would you like to take me on as Justin's nanny?” 
He didn't hear me the first time, or pretended he hadn't. “What?” 
“Would you like me to be Justin's nanny? As a job, I mean.” 


“You?” he said. “You wouldn't want to, would you? What about 
your own work?” 


“T've lost my job,” I said, seeing no reason not to be honest. 
“But you've had no training.” 
“The ones you interviewed had and much good it did them.” 


He smiled a little at that. He got up and turned the television off. 
Justin helped things by snuggling up closer to me and closing his 
eyes. 


“If I agreed to it, how would we arrange things? You'd come here 
every morning at eight, say, and go home again when I got home?” 


Charming. He couldn't have made it clearer how he felt about me. 
“That wouldn't work at all well,” I said. “I'd have to live here. I'll 
have no other home, because I'd have to let my flat. Think how 
useful it would be, having a nanny with a car. I'd have my own 
room. I wouldn't get in your way.” 


“Oh, Jane, I didn't mean—” 


Yes, you did. “Think about it,” I said, “but don't think too long. I'll 
take Justin up to bed now.” 


I went upstairs with him in my arms and laid him in his father's 
bed, not bothering to undress him. Then I put the pearls back where 
Hebe's other jewelry was. I wasn't losing them, after all, they'd still 
be near me, because I'd be working here. At the bottom of the 
drawer, at the back, was something I hadn't noticed before. It was a 
cutting from a newspaper inside a clear plastic envelope, a 
photograph of Ivor Tesham after he won his Morningford seat in 


1988. I put it in my jacket pocket. Before I went downstairs I kissed 
Justin, rehearsing, I suppose, for my role as his nanny. 

Gerry said when I came in, “I'm very grateful. Thank you. Of 
course it would be on a trial basis.” 

“A one-week trial,” I said. “I need to know for sure. I shall need to 
let my flat. And now we'd better talk about money.” 
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hen I began writing this I said I'd avoid politics as far as I 

could, but some political matters have to be mentioned. The 
by-election to fill the seat vacated by a Conservative MP's death was 
one of them and Ivor went up to his Suffolk constituency the 
weekend before to support the candidate. It wasn't he but someone 
else whose name I've forgotten who lost the seat by declaring that 
voting for anyone but the Tory candidate would be a triumph for 
IRA terrorism. The result of that was a victory for the Liberal 
Democrats. The electorate are wayward and capricious and don't 
care for being bullied. That much politics I do know. There was 
much wailing and gnashing of teeth (as Bible-orientated Sandy 
might have said) among the Tories, who were beginning to see the 
increasing likelihood of the Labour Party getting in at the next 
general election, which was not much more than a year away. Even 
Ivor was worried about it, temporarily distracted from his personal 
concerns. He hadn't yet got in touch with Juliet Case, though he did 
so in the week following the by-election. Iris and I knew nothing 
about this. We had never heard of Juliet Case at this time and were 
beginning to think that he was settling down to some sort of 
acceptance of the status quo. No one but, presumably, Mrs. Lynch 
and her son Sean and perhaps a few relatives knew what condition 
Dermot Lynch was in, but we supposed that if he was still in a coma 
after eight months the chances were that he would never come out 
of it. In fact, Dermot was by this time at home in Paddington with 
his mother and brother. He had come out of the hospital two days 
after Ivor saw Juliet leave William Cross Court and followed her 
home. 


Although he knew nothing about it at the time, this marked a 
turnaround in Ivor's fortunes. And when he did know, and knew the 


condition Dermot Lynch was in, things began to go better for him. 
He had aged in the preceding months and got very thin. One day in 
January, when I was having a drink with him in the Commons and 
he'd gone off to vote, a Lib Dem I knew slightly came up to me and 
asked me if my brother-in-law had cancer. He didn't put it quite like 
that but that was what he meant. From the moment (from the day, 
rather) Ivor found out about Dermot, his health and appearance 
improved and this in spite of his working harder at this point than 
he'd ever worked in his life. 


What had happened was that he'd phoned Juliet Case, told her 
he'd met Lloyd a few times but only learned of her existence very 
recently. He owed Lloyd a sum of money he had believed he would 
never now be able to repay but thought it right that she should have 
it. How much screwing up of his courage this took, he didn't say. 
For some reason he expected a sharp rejoinder but she was, to use 
his own word, “charming.” She had a beautiful voice and he wasn't 
surprised to know she had been to RADA. She invited him to her 
home but, being reluctant to make his way up to “darkest Queen's 
Park” again, as he put it, he asked her to have dinner with him. Iris 
says that this was always Ivor's answer to any problem with a 
woman. He asked her out to dinner. 


Now, or course, I don't know exactly what they said to each other in 
that restaurant. I only know what Ivor told me, what he necessarily 
précised for me. So I have constructed their conversation from what 
he said and my knowledge of him (and later on of Juliet), but I 
think it's accurate enough. I did know Ivor very well and this is 
pretty much how it would have been. 


By this time, apparently, he had forgotten that she had seen him 
before. When he had come away from her front door after checking 
the doorbells, he had seen her looking at him out of her front 
window. But, as I say, he'd forgotten, and he was surprised when 
she recognized him immediately. He had only just come into the 
restaurant himself and was giving his name to the girl who kept the 


bookings list when Juliet came up to him, held out her hand, and 
said, “Juliet Case.” 


Then he did remember but he said nothing about their previous 
encounter. He was, he said, admiring her. He wondered how he 
could ever in his own mind have labeled her “big.” She had a 
perfect figure, an hourglass figure. The plain black dress, decorously 
calf-length but startlingly low-cut, he said, was just right. The 
ankles, which he'd remarked on while he was following her half 
across London, looked even finer and more delicate this evening. He 
could easily make a fetish of those ankles, he said, and knowing 
enough about Ivor and fetishes, I had no doubt of it. Her thick black 
curls were piled high on her head but she was very lightly made-up, 
her fine dark eyes as nature formed them, and she wore no jewelry 
but pearl earrings. 


Those earrings reminded him of the pearls he had given Hebe, an 
act of generosity he now regretted. She asked for a dry martini and 
Ivor had one too, though he was well known for never drinking the 
stuff except when he was in New York and could have it in the Oak 
Room at the no longer extant Plaza Hotel. He had come to hand 
over a check for a thousand pounds, which, now he was sitting 
opposite her and admiring her attractions, he was finding rather 
difficult to do. They had been talking of Aaron Hunter, the subject 
of her ex-husband having been raised by Juliet, who asked Ivor if 
they had met while appearing on the same television program. She 
had seen it and was now struck by the coincidence. Had Ivor seen 
him in his new play, a revival of O'Neill's Anna Christie? Ivor hadn't, 
and he apparently had to restrain himself from asking her if she'd 
come and see it with him. But that would have been premature. He 
had to get this business of the money over first and get over as well 
the delicate business of asking her about Dermot Lynch. That, after 
all, was the purpose of their being there. She was so friendly, so 
charming, and—well, sweet, that he wondered if he was going to be 
able to do it at all. But he was getting used to doing difficult 
awkward things, as a minister has to be. He took the check in its 
envelope out of his pocket and handed it to her. 


“T want you to have this. It's what I owed Lloyd.” 


He had rather hoped she wouldn't open it then and there but she 
did. She looked at the check, lifted her eyes to him and said quite 
slowly, “But you only owed him a quarter of this.” 


Those words told him she knew Lloyd had been employed by him 
on the night of the crash. Two hundred and fifty pounds was the 
remaining sum to be paid on completion of the mock kidnap. When 
she said that, Ivor had a quick and vivid picture of himself scooping 
up the two envelopes from our hall table when Hebe hadn't come. 
For a moment he said nothing. He was thinking that if she knew 
about the payment, what else must she know? Everything, surely. 
And then, quietly and with a small smile, she confirmed his fears. 


“Lloyd told me what you were paying him to do. It looked easy. It 
would have been but for Dermot's driving. I think I ought to tell you 
that Lloyd and I were still on—well, friendly terms, but we'd split 
up, we'd not much feeling for each other anymore. I'm not saying I 
hadn't loved him once or I wasn't sad when he died, but I couldn't 
say it devastated me.” 


Ivor was only interested in how this affected him. That was 
natural. “You know all about that night? About how they were 
supposed to bring her—Hebe—to me?” 

“Yes,” she said. 

“And you knew how they were meant to pick up Hebe Furnal and 
not Kelly Mason?” 

“Yes. You're going to ask why I didn't go to the police.” 

“You could ask me that,” Ivor said. 

“Tf it had been Lloyd who was injured and Dermot who was dead 
I would have, I'd have wanted to—well, clear him of blame. But 
Lloyd was dead. And Dermot was unconscious and couldn't speak. I 
thought that if I said it was a sort of game they wouldn't believe me 
and, you see ...” Here she hesitated, then said quickly, “Lloyd never 
told me your name.” 


Ivor felt as if he'd been struck a heavy blow. It rocked him. 
“What?” 


“Please don't be cross. It's true. He never told me your name and I 
never asked.” 


“Oh, God,” Ivor said and then, “I won't be cross.” 


“Lloyd came over in the morning that Friday to pick up some of 
his stuff he'd left in my house. He was renting a flat somewhere. He 
owed me some money—just the amount you owed him. He gave it 
to me and said this MP Nicola Ross had introduced him to was 
paying him to pick up a girl, put handcuffs and a gag on her, and 
take her to a house in Hampstead. The girl would know it was just a 
game, and he was going to get five hundred pounds for it. I could 
have asked what MP but I didn't. I wasn't really interested. I just 
thought it was good money for doing very little, and then Lloyd and 
I talked about other things.” 


“So you'd never have known who I was if I hadn't told you on the 
phone.” 


She smiled. “That's right.” 


He knew he had betrayed himself. “What are you going to do?” It 
was the same question he had asked Jane Atherton and he got much 
the same answer. 


“Do? I don't understand.” 


I don't know if there was a long silence after that but it was long 
enough for Ivor to consider his position, as employers are supposed 
to say when they're about to give someone the sack. Next day he 
was due to speak in the Commons on a new aircraft that had just 
been perfected with a view to its use in the Middle East, should war 
come. He imagined the police arriving—would they be permitted to 
enter the department and find him in his office?—and he still being 
obliged to make the speech, knowing he would be arrested when he 
left the chamber. 


“T made up my mind in those few moments that I'd kill myself,” 
he said when he told me. 


“Don't be ridiculous,” I said. 


“No, really. Not possessing a handgun like all those bloody 
Americans do, I thought I'd hang myself. At home, of course, not in 
the department.” He gave one of his wild laughs, laid a hand on my 
arm. “Don't look like that, Rob. It never had to happen.” 


He wanted to ask her if she was going to blackmail him or try to 
blackmail him, but he couldn't bring himself to say the words. A 
waiter came to their table. Juliet gave him her order and Ivor, 
though he felt he couldn't eat a thing, said he'd have the same. 
Drinking wasn't beyond him, though, and he ordered a bottle of 
wine without asking her what she'd like. When the waiter had gone 
he looked at her in despair, his head full of suicide plans. When she 
had told him her intentions, he thought, he would pay the bill, 
perhaps empty his pockets and simply put all the money he had on 
the table, get up and leave. He'd go home, drink half a bottle of 
whisky, and do the deed, trying not to think about it too much 
beforehand. 


“He's such a drama queen,” Iris said when I told her. “What's the 
masculine for diva?” 


“It didn't come to that, anyway,” I said. “Of course it didn't. She 
just said she wasn't going to do anything. It wasn't her business. It 
was in the past and telling the police or the media wouldn't serve 
any useful purpose.” 


“T imagine he could hardly believe his ears. The trouble with Ivor 
is he always—well, nearly always—believes the worst of people 
even when he doesn't know them. Juliet sounds rather nice.” 


“She was very nice to Ivor.” 


He found he could eat his dinner after all. The wine he had 
ordered to drown his sorrows or help him on his way to his death 
now became a celebration drink. Everything was going to be all 
right. A small setback came while they were eating their main 
course. It was a case of the good news and the bad news, only 
neither of them put it like that. The bad news, Ivor said, was that 
she told him Dermot Lynch had come home, the good that he had 


no memory of the crash or what had led up to it. Lloyd had told her 
Dermot was to drive the pick-up car and the two of them had met a 
couple of times after the Victoria pub meeting and before the 
birthday present evening. A few weeks after the crash she, Juliet, 
had gone to see Mrs. Lynch, solely, it appeared, because she felt 
sorry for her, and since then had visited her every so often but had 
never told her about the MP and the kidnap setup. What would have 
been the point? 


“You mean, you went to see her just out of the kindness of your 
heart?” 


“It was no big deal,” she said. “Three stops on the tube. She's a 
very gentle, simple sort of woman. She's had a lot to put up with. 
Sean being questioned like that about Sandy Caxton's murder and 
now Dermot. He'll never be quite right, you know.” 


Ivor asked her what that meant. 


“He had a lot of brain damage. He can move around and talk a bit 
and so on, I've seen him, but he'll never work again. Look, it wasn't 
your fault. It was his. It was he who drove through a red light, not 
the lorry driver. And he took the gun along. Sean told me. Sean 
brought the gun back from a package tour to Poland before the 
Soviets went. Someone sold it to him for a few dollars.” 


It was that simple. Sean Lynch hadn't had access to some secret 
IRA store of firearms. His brother had “borrowed” a souvenir of a 
foreign trip to give appropriate color to a mock hijack. Ivor 
imagined them laughing about it together. He had a heady feeling of 
everything at last going his way. It was over, he thought, forgetting 
he had felt that way before. Of course there still remained things for 
him to do. One must be to compensate the Lynch family. He must 
find a way of paying some sort of pension to Philomena Lynch or 
perhaps to her son who would never work again. It would be tricky 
but it could be done. And there was no longer any need for him to 
obey my injunction not to go near the Lynch family, for both he and 
Sean Lynch were innocent of any wrongdoing. I think Ivor genuinely 
believed by this time that he had done nothing wrong as he basked 


in the sweet smiles of Juliet Case, contemplated her cleavage, and 
thought about those ankles, at that time invisible under the table, 
with no wider a span, he said poetically, than the silver ring his 
napkin had come in. 


Surely with extreme exaggeration, he said she was the only 
woman he had ever taken out to dinner who thanked him. Perhaps 
he had forgotten that Hebe hadn't had the chance to thank him as 
they had never had a meal together. He took Juliet home in a taxi 
and she invited him in for a drink. A character in Shakespeare says, 
“Our courteous Antony, whom ne'er the word of ‘No' woman heard 
speak.” That was Ivor. At any rate, no woman as attractive as Juliet 
Case had ever heard him say no. It was already eleven, he had a 
heavy day ahead of him with an important speech to make, but he 
didn't hesitate. The inevitable happened—inevitable with Ivor, that 
is, I don't know about her. He didn't stay the night, though, but left 
at two and was lucky enough to find a taxi at Queen's Park station. 


He told us this very discreetly but there was no doubt what he 
meant. Juliet Case, who had been Lloyd Freeman's girlfriend, had 
slept with him the first time they met. 


“But there you are,” he said airily. “My luck's come back.” 


Next morning he sent her two dozen red roses with the always 
irresistible message that carries an undercurrent of breathless 
urgency: When can I see you again? 


What answer she made I don't know but he did see her again and 
again and again. Soon Ivor was in the middle of a full-blown affair 
with Juliet Case. We nearly quarreled, he and I, when he said he 
wished, instead of parting with them to Hebe, who hadn't lived to 
enjoy them, he'd held on to those pearls and given them to Juliet. I 
told him he was a callous shit, but he was too pleased with himself 
and her to care. 
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fter all your education,” my mother said. “A sixteen-year-old 
with no O levels could do that.” 


I asked her if it wasn't better for a child to be looked after by an 
educated woman than by someone who was ignorant of everything 
but pop music and clothes, but all she said was, a frequent 
rejoinder, “Oh, you know what I mean.” 


It was plain that Gerry didn't want me. He especially didn't want 
me living in his house. But he needed a nanny for Justin, and Justin, 
who hadn't liked Grania or Lucy or Emily or the nameless one— 
whose name, I discovered, was Wendy—seemed now to like me. 
Second only to Gerry himself, he liked me. This was a mark in my 
favor in more ways than one. If you were getting married, wouldn't 
you prefer someone your child liked? 


Lermne my Fiat was fairly easy. I found a tenant within days of 
advertising, a woman of about my own age called Pandora Flint. 
She was the fourth prospective tenant I'd seen. There had been 
objections on my side or theirs to the other three—two found the 
place too small for the rent I was asking and the third wanted me to 
take out my furniture and let her bring hers in—but Pandora 
seemed all right. She loved the flat and didn't hesitate when I asked 
her for a deposit and two months' rent in advance. It was a year's 
lease with an option for renewal she was taking on and that suited 
both of us. If any problem existed it was that I disliked her on sight. 


To look at, she was very much like Hebe. I suppose Hebe's isn't an 
uncommon type, tall, slim, blond with regular features and long 
legs. You see them all over the place, two-a-penny, as my mother 
would say. Hebe had been my friend, so it would have been logical 


for me to be predisposed to Pandora, but things don't work that 
way. Hebe had been warm and effusive and demonstrative, a 
touchy-feely woman; Pandora was cool and distant, with one of 
those remote whispery voices that sound as if its possessor is just 
coming out of a trance. None of this mattered to me if she turned 
out to be a good tenant, as she did. Unfortunately, she was less than 
perfect in other ways. 


I don't know what it was like in other parts of the country but in 
the district of London where I lived and the district where Gerry 
lived there were scarcely any waste bins to be found on the streets. 
Fear of IRA bomb attacks was so great that street bins in which 
explosives could be placed had all been taken away and so had left- 
luggage lockers at stations. If I wanted to dispose of Hebe's 
fetishistic stuff before I moved into Irving Road, I had to do it at 
once. Unthinkable to take them with me to my new home. I would 
have to put them into the bag in my own kitchen bin and take the 
bag down to one of the dustbins that permanently stood outside the 
front door common to all six flats. The idea of this troubled me a 
lot. At the beginning of January, the man called Michael in one of 
the ground-floor flats had rung my bell and, when I answered, held 
up the small plastic carrier I had put in one of the dustbins ten 
minutes before. I recognized it at once and was perfectly aware of 
its contents before he told me. 


“T was sure you didn't mean to throw away a Christmas pudding 
in a basin,” he said, “and a dozen mince pies and a present which 
hasn't been opened.” 


“On the contrary,” I said, “I intended to throw them away and I 
did. Perhaps you'd be kind enough to put them back where they 
came from.” 


Considering the indignation I felt, not to say anger, I think I'd 
been very moderate in what I said. Later on I checked the dustbins 
and neither the carrier nor its contents were there. No doubt, he'd 
eaten my mother's Christmas pudding and mince pies and given 
whatever was in the package that my aunt had sent me to his 
girlfriend. But I dared not risk anything like that happening again, 


not when you consider what would be in the bag this time. Spiked 
dog collars and lace-up boots and corselettes aren't the kinds of 
things you can take to the Oxfam shop. Eventually, the day before I 
left for Irving Road and when all my stuff was packed in the car 
ready to go, I went to the luggage shop in Kilburn High Road and 
bought a sturdy suitcase that locked. 


When I got back to the flat the window cleaner had come. He 
always turns up without warning and needs to go inside the first- 
floor flats and the two on this floor. Mummy says they used to climb 
up ladders to reach the windows and, if the inside wanted doing, 
people cleaned their own. Those days are gone, I tell her, it's a 
question of health and safety. This window cleaner is called Stu, 
short for Stuart, I suppose. If he's got a surname I've never heard it. 
He's coarse and rude and intrusive and once he asked me why I 
didn't grow my hair. I would look a lot better with long hair, he said 
in his charming way. 

He took an incredibly long time cleaning my three windows and 
while he was doing it he stared at me a lot. I couldn't start on 
transferring Hebe's things into my new suitcase while he was there, 
because he'd see all her kinky stuff and comment on it. I can 
imagine the kind of thing he'd say, though I'd rather not. So I had to 
sit about and pretend to read a book. His charges go up every time 
and we haggled about the cost but he won. He always does. 

“T won't be here next time you come,” I said. “There'll be a new 
lady living here.” 

“Lady, is it? Be ten quid to speak to her. Where are you off to, 
then, Grosvenor Square?” 


I didn't answer but said he needn't think he'd seen the last of me. I 
was just letting the flat as a temporary measure. 


“Flat, you call it? I hope the lady knows that what she's getting is 
a room.” 


I hoped he would hand out the same sort of treatment to Pandora. 
I wouldn't put up with him for a moment if it wasn't that the 
managing agents of this house employ him, not me. Once he'd gone 


I drank all the wine left in a bottle I'd started on and dressed myself 
in some of Hebe's things, the corsets and the fishnet stockings and a 
see-through top, and looked at myself in the mirror. It would be the 
last time and, my body throbbing and moist, and not just with 
sweat, I thought it was just as well I'd be leaving this stuff behind. I 
turned my back on the mirror, stripped the things off and put them 
into the case. I laid a blue woolly dressing gown (suitable for a 
septuagenarian) Mummy had once given me on the top. I locked it, 
put the key in my bag with my house keys and the case in the only 
built-in cupboard in the flat. It's between the kitchen cabinets and 
the bathroom door and it's got four shelves inside it. I laid the case 
flat on the floor under the bottom shelf and put a roll of carpet cut- 
off in front of it. Anyone opening the cupboard door wouldn't have 
known it was there. 


Tamuvine in Irving Road now. As a nanny, I have one day off a week 
and I take it, but naturally I have to come back here in the evening. 
I have nowhere else to go. When I go out I tell Gerry I'm meeting 
Callum. My Sundays are supposed to be free too but I've nowhere to 
go and anyway I don't want all this time off. I want to be with 
Justin as much as possible so as to make him like me, or make sure 
he goes on liking me. 


On his third birthday, in March, he got his voice back. “Justin is 
three,” were the first words he spoke after being silent so long. Then 
he said, “Jane.” 


Though he used not to be interested in me, Gerry has asked me 
about Callum. What does he do for a living? Are we engaged? I've 
told him he's a businessman, is thirty-two years old, and has his own 
flat near Sloane Square. No, we're not engaged, not yet. I think 
Gerry may be jealous. If he is he will probably be the only man I've 
ever known who has been. I am going to work on it, tell him things 
to show it's possible for a man to want me. He has moved back into 
the bedroom he used to share with Hebe. I, of course, have the 
smallest bedroom, the boxroom, as Mummy would call it if she ever 


saw it, which she won't. Any other nanny would expect an en suite 
bathroom and television. I am not unreasonable, I know Gerry can't 
put in another bathroom specially for me, but I don't think it would 
have hurt him or Justin, come to that, to have given me Justin's 
room and put him in mine. A child of three doesn't need a large 
bedroom. 


When I first came Gerry made it plain without actually saying so 
that he expected me to spend the evenings in that little cell after 
Justin had gone to bed. Or perhaps in the kitchen like a maid. Hebe 
had had a small black-and-white television in there and it was still 
there, up on a high shelf. He looked surprised that first day when I 
came into the living room with the book I was reading and sat down 
quietly in the armchair opposite to him. “Oh, hello,” he said, as if I 
was the last person likely to walk in. 


It wasn't a good beginning but I persevere. He usually puts on the 
television once the evening meal has been eaten and stares at it in 
silence. If Justin calls out he tells me to stay where I am and he goes 
up to him himself. My intention was not to perform any household 
tasks, but I now see that I must if I want to make myself 
indispensable. The idea originally was that Justin and I would eat at 
five and Gerry would get his own supper, make himself a sandwich 
or scrambled eggs on toast. Now, for the past week, I have been 
giving Justin his tea and then I cook a meal for Gerry and me. 
“That's nice,” he said the first time I did it, and after that he took it 
for granted. 


He is unhappy, I can see that, but still his gloom and misery make 
me impatient. I can't help it. After all, I know what Hebe was really 
like. I know how misplaced all this posthumous devotion is. He was 
no more to her than a meal ticket and not a very superior one at 
that. Once she had found a better she would have been off. She 
would have left him a “Dear Gerry” note, taken Justin, the pearls, 
and her clothes and gone off to a more promising future. If she had 
lived, would that superior provider have been Ivor Tesham? I think 
about him a lot. I think about that evening, ten months ago now, 
when he sent a car to pick her up on the Watford Way. If he ever 


sent a car, if the car that crashed was the car he sent. “What are you 
going to do?” he asked me. Well, I'm not going to do anything. Why 
would I? But it was strange that he asked. 


I mentioned the pearls just now. They are upstairs in Gerry's 
bedroom in their box, side by side with the bangle, the engagement 
ring, and the locket with Justin's picture in it. Gerry hasn't asked. It's 
plain he doesn't care. After he has left for work in the mornings and 
Justin is in the living room playing with his toy cars—he has about 
a hundred of them and each new one is a cause of excitement. Well, 
he's a child, so it's only to be expected—I go upstairs, open the 
drawer, take the lid off the box and look at the pearls. Something 
strange has happened. I look at them in a different way from the 
way I did when I had them in my flat. I was greedy for them then, 
calculating how I could sell them, what the risks were, what would 
happen if I dared to try it. Now I see them as a kind of nest egg or 
insurance policy. It's because I know Gerry isn't interested in them. 
Gerry doesn't care. He wouldn't know if they were there or not. So I 
think of them as my savings, my pension if you like, something to 
fall back on when all else fails. Then I shall dare try it. The worst 
that can happen is that the jeweler will get in touch with Gerry, not 
Ivor Tesham, and tell Gerry what they are worth, and then he will 
know what his beloved wife was. 


He has begun to talk about her. The evening silence has been 
broken and he opens his heart to me. This, he says, is because he 
knows that I too miss her, I too loved her. He has lost his wife, the 
only woman he ever loved, but I have lost my best friend, someone, 
incidentally, that I had known for longer than he had. 


People in love don't know the object of their love at all. It has 
taken being here and listening to Gerry's maunderings to show me 
that. Not having any personal experience of the condition, I had 
never noticed it before. Gerry has created a Hebe who isn't the Hebe 
I or anyone else knew and certainly not the Hebe Ivor Tesham 
knew. It isn't the woman who told me she talked sex-talk on the 
phone to her lover half an hour after her husband had left for work 
or the woman who got on a bus to meet her lover dressed only in 


boots and a long topcoat and fixed up plausible alibis with a 
compliant friend. This woman is a wonderful wife and devoted 
mother who never looked at another man—his actual words—in 
spite of men's attention and her beauty. She desperately wanted 
another child but agreed with him at once when he said they 
couldn't afford it. But for having no one to look after Justin, she 
would have gone out to work. It was he who stopped her, told her 
not even to think about it. 


I listen, I nod, I say, “Really?” I say, “You're right, I know.” That's 
all he wants, agreement, acceptance, sympathy, and he gets it from 
me. Once or twice he cries, putting his head in his hands and 
sobbing over this woman who couldn't have cared less if he had 
lived or died. Well, except that she might have had to work if he 
had died and Ivor Tesham hadn't been there to rescue her. 


Last evening Gerry said, “I didn't like the idea of you living in, 
Jane. I couldn't face having another woman living here.” He looked 
at me, not rudely or particularly critically, but as if I'd be anyone's 
last resort, the best of a bad job as Mummy would say. “But it's been 
a good idea. I can say honestly I don't know what I'd do without 
you.” 

“Thank you,” I said. 

“If you were more like Hebe it would be difficult, but no two 
women could be more different.” This after he had just been telling 
me how beautiful she was, how clever, how witty, funny, and such 
good company. Then he said, “I know I shouldn't be selfish but you 
won't leave me and get married to Callum, will you?” 


“Maybe one day,” I said, “but that's a way off.” 


Far rrom cerry's idealized notion of her, Hebe wasn't a good mother. I 
now know, though I didn't at the time, that all the Granias and 
Lucys and the rest of them, not to mention Gerry's mother, were 
roped in as often as possible to mind him when she went clothes 


shopping or took herself to the cinema or the hairdresser. She put 
him to bed as early as she could and left him to cry if he was in bed 
and she alone with him in the house. I was determined to be an 
exemplary mother-substitute and I think I am succeeding. It is rather 
painful for me to remember the spontaneous expressions of affection 
from him to her, the many times I had seen him go to her, climb on 
her knee and hug her, sometimes cover her face with his kisses. And 
it's a mystery to me why a little boy of his age will show so much 
love to someone who is, let's face it, absolutely unworthy. Hebe 
didn't deserve Justin's love. I shall deserve it. My hope is that 
gradually, as time passes, as more and more weeks and months lie 
between her death and the present, he will forget her and come to 
think of me as the only mother he has had. 


It hasn't started to happen yet but it will. If I am steadfast it will. 
He still asks for her, especially when he is tired, and it's no longer 
“Justin wants Mummy” but “I want my mummy” or simply, 
plaintively, “Where's my mummy?” He is leaving babyhood and 
becoming a little boy. I hug him when he calls for Hebe, but he 
becomes petulant and pushes me away. Hebe was a completely 
insensitive person, totally unaware of other people's feelings, and I 
am hoping Justin hasn't inherited this trait from her, but it's more 
than possible he has. Can there be a gene of selfishness? Perhaps. Or 
it may be that Gerry was right when he said he was selfish and 
didn't want me to leave him and get married. 


Things are going rather well, though, and that's something I don't 
often say. 
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T o understand Ivor you have first to accept him as the 
quintessential English gentleman. That sounds like a paradox 
when you know how he behaved over the crash and its aftermath, 
but really that behavior was quite in character. The English 
gentleman is brave to the point of fool-hardiness, courteous to 
women of his own class, a good soldier, arrogant, proud, generous, 
and bold. He has an old-fashioned sense of honor. Extraordinary as 
it must appear to a great many people, he is still in that mindset 
which was the stuff of adventure fiction in the early part of the 
twentieth century. Carruthers (or Frobisher or Carew) will be 
blackballed in the morning, so the night before his best friend sends 
him into the library, where he will find a gun in the third drawer of 
a certain desk. You will know what to do, the friend says, and 
Carruthers does. He prefers death to dishonor and he doesn't 
hesitate. 


But he has a weakness. He is very afraid of ridicule. On that 
Saturday morning, when he first read about the crash, Ivor didn't 
tell the police about his part in it because he feared the ferocity of 
the popular press. No one would have blamed him for the accident. 
No charges would have been brought against him. Only his evident 
adultery could have been construed by puritans as dishonorable, but 
English gentlemen don't care for puritans and they commit adultery 
all the time. After all, the puritans are Roundheads and they are 
Cavaliers. It wasn't the law but the tabloid newspapers he feared. He 
feared the destructiveness they would have meted out to him in 
respect of the sadomasochistic aspect of the thing, the handcuffs, the 
gag, the hooded kidnappers, and the blacked-out windows of the 
car. All this would, of course, have been contrasted with their 
pseudo-sympathy for the Lynch family, for the “loved ones” of Lloyd 


Freeman, and, above all, for the cuckolded husband of Hebe Furnal. 
Destructiveness it would have been and it would have gone on and 
on. Every time he made a speech in the Commons it would have 
been resurrected. 


Later on, it was a different matter. With the Kelly Mason 
complications, the discovery of the gun, and the questioning of Sean 
Lynch, all possibilities of going to the police were ruled out. It was 
too late. It was too late to do anything but lie low, but wait and 
hope. 


And so Ivor had suffered many months of acute anxiety. But his 
fortunes recovered in the spring, coinciding apparently with the 
affair he had embarked on with Juliet Case. They had become what 
was being called an “item.” There had even been a photograph of 
them together in the Evening Standard. That was just after the Gulf 
War and the air offensive against Iraq began. Ivor had made a 
statement to the Commons and three days later got himself into the 
papers again when he spoke with patriotic indignation (as an 
English gentleman would speak) about the captured allied pilots 
Iraq had paraded on TV. He abhorred Iraq's action, he fulminated 
against such “vile exploitation,” but he liked the publicity for 
himself. That was the kind of press attention he enjoyed. 


His reaction to the mortar attack on 10 Downing Street in early 
February must have been a mix of outrage and the jitters. It was 
described as the most audacious IRA operation on the UK mainland 
since the Brighton bombing. All the windows were blown out in the 
room where the Cabinet was meeting at the time. Ivor was shocked 
and angry, but I suspect those feelings were subservient to the 
nervousness he always felt when anything to do with the IRA came 
up. He would inevitably think of the Sean Lynch connection. 


But Iris and I had other things on our minds. Our son had been 
born on February 20 after a frightening drive to St. Mary's Hospital. 
A few hundred yards away a bomb had exploded at Paddington 
Station two days before. Hoax bomb-warning calls led to station 
closures, closed-off streets, and traffic hold-ups. Because of this we 
nearly didn't make it and Iris feared she might give birth in the car, 


but all was just about well and it was a midwife's hands, not mine, 
that delivered him. He was a big boy, four kilos (or eight and a half 
pounds, as we fuddy-duddies say) and within the hour we had 
named him Adam James. 


Ivor came to see the baby but was too busy in the then busiest of 
government departments to stay long. And after that our troubles 
began at home. Nadine, who had been the sweetest child, the most 
loving and, in the best possible way, the most precocious, reverted 
to crawling and refusing food. It was rather uncanny to hear her 
new manner of crying, not the strong ear-splitting crying of an 
eighteen-month-old but the soft mewling of an infant. We didn't 
need a child psychologist to tell us she was jealous of her new 
brother. Pathetically, this was her way of trying to win us back, by 
emulating his behavior, which she must have assumed pleased us 
more than her more mature ways. 


“Maybe we shouldn't have had another child,” Iris said, worn out 
as she was by two yelling, demanding infants. 


Too late now, I said, attempting robustness. “It'll be all right. It'll 
work out, because if it doesn't everyone would be an only child.” 


It did, but it took several months before Nadine accepted her 
brother and a couple more before she grew to love him with a fierce 
protectiveness. During that time, though I went to work, of course I 
did, we stayed at home, afraid to leave the children with a 
babysitter, afraid to leave them even with my mother. And we made 
it clear we wanted no visitors. All our attention was needed by 
Nadine and Adam. So our only contact with Ivor was the occasional 
phone call and, of course, what we read about him in the 
newspaper. And throughout that year we met seldom. He told us 
that he hardly went out. His evenings as well as his days were 
occupied with the Gulf War and the continuing efforts of the IRA. 
He tried to maintain his friendship with Erica Caxton and any other 
free time he got he spent with Juliet Case. 


In the following year he knew he would have an election to fight. 
As you know, we've a system in this country that other nations find 


curious, that of not announcing the date of a general election until 
twenty-one days before it takes place. Everyone knows this election 
is going to happen and approximately when it will happen, but the 
date is only disclosed three weeks beforehand. That year, 1992, the 
Labour Party expected to defeat the government, and the existing 
administration feared they were right. But they were wrong and in 
April John Major's Conservatives were returned with a rather dodgy 
majority of twenty-one. Ivor got back in in Morningford, his own 
majority slightly reduced. He had worked hard to get himself 
returned, faced as he had been with the almost superhuman task of 
fighting a strong Labour candidate in his own constituency while 
attending to his departmental work in Westminster. Up in a 
Midlands constituency Aaron Hunter, standing as an Independent on 
an antisleaze ticket, failed to unseat the Tory member. 


“Not surprising, since no Independent has sat in the Commons for 
almost fifty years,” said Ivor. 


It was a long time before we met Juliet, but it happened at last. 
As Iris said to me, being called Juliet must confer on its bearer the 
obligation to be sweet and romantic and is therefore something of a 
liability. But this Juliet can have had no worries on that score. 
Sweet she was and beautiful in unexpected ways. I say unexpected, 
because I believed Ivor had a type, the tall slender blonde, into 
which category Nicola Ross came and Hebe Furnal, of course, had 
come. Juliet Case I have already described. I have quoted Ivor's 
accolade. But even Ivor failed to convey her warmth, her sweetness, 
and that rare quality, the mastery of keeping silent. She was kind 
too. I never heard her say an unpleasant thing about anyone. To 
look at her, voluptuous, dark, with the velvety white skin of the 
Iberian type, the ready smile, the deep brown eyes that seemed 
always to be seeing happy visions, you would have expected her to 
be talkative, loquacious, readily laughing. But she was a mistress of 
tranquillity. When she had nothing to say she said nothing. I once 
heard Ivor address her as “my gracious silence,” which, Iris tells me, 
is what Coriolanus calls his wife. Listener as she was, you respected 
all the more her utterances when she did speak. 


We had all met at our house before going out to dinner, leaving 
my mother with the children. We went to a restaurant in 
Hampstead, in Heath Street, because Iris was nervous about going 
too far away, though Adam was fifteen months old by then and 
Nadine getting on for three. Iris and I had noticed that, although it 
wasn't the precise anniversary, this was the week, two years ago, of 
the crash in which Hebe had died. We had noticed but there was no 
sign that either of the others had. Perhaps they had and it was only 
discretion that stopped them mentioning it. Hebe wasn't, after all, 
the only one who had died. Juliet's ex-boyfriend Lloyd Freeman had 
also been killed. And I wondered a lot about that. I had talked to Iris 
about it and found she had wondered too. Wasn't it rather strange of 
Juliet to be going about with Ivor when she knew he was responsible 
for, if not causing the accident, organizing the setup that led to it? 


“He seems to have been her ex-boyfriend by that time,” Iris said. 
“Perhaps she hadn't much feeling left for him.” 


I said I found that rather hard to swallow. When you think about 
that sort of thing you have to put yourself in the other person's 
shoes, as far as you can, and imagine how you would feel. I put 
myself into the shoes of a male version of Juliet and pictured 
hearing about the death in an accident of the girl I'd been going 
about with just before Iris and I met, and I thought, notwithstanding 
falling in love with Iris at first sight, how upset I'd have been, how 
shocked, how determined to have nothing to do with the man—but 
no, it didn't work. Sophie couldn't drive, wouldn't have taken part in 
a mock kidnap; the whole thing fell to the ground, as my fantasies 
usually do. But in spite of my failure to imagine Juliet's feelings, I 
was left with the conviction that her behavior was odd, that perhaps 
she had some ulterior purpose in going about with Ivor. I'm afraid 
too—and I'm not proud of this—that I rather flinched from a woman 
who would sleep with a man the first time she went out with him. 


At that dinner we talked about his election success. Juliet 
mentioned her former husband Aaron Hunter's defeat by an MP Ivor 
knew quite well called Martin Reed. That was when Ivor made that 
remark about no Independent having sat in Parliament for nearly 


half a century. We talked about that, Juliet exhibiting as much calm 
indifference to the fate of Hunter as she seemed to be doing to that 
of Lloyd Freeman. She smiled, she maintained quietness. When she 
spoke she was witty and amusing, and this had something to do 
with the contrast between this and her silences. Iris asked her if she 
was acting at present and she said she wasn't, she said she hadn't 
had a part in anything for several years. 


“Luckily I've got a little money of my own to live on,” she said. 


Later on we asked each other if that “littlke money” came from 
Ivor. We both watched her with great interest and we watched the 
way she looked at Ivor and he at her. She was dressed in black, 
short-skirted to show off the legs—the feet in stilt heels—low- 
necked to display the fine bosom. A thin red stole, embroidered in 
black, rested on her shoulders. His glances at her were almost 
wolfish, while she sat in calm repose. One day, I said to Iris on the 
way home, she will be vastly fat and she won't care. 


“She ate an awful lot,” Iris said. “You don't often see women 
eating like that. I don't mean she hasn't got perfectly good table 
manners, I don't mean that at all, but she eats with a kind of 
concentration. She shovels it in almost delicately but she does 
shovel it.” 


I laughed. We let ourselves into the house. My mother said with 
proud satisfaction that both children had enjoyed unbroken sleep all 
the time we were out. 


Ivor wap never lived with a woman. There had been times he seemed to 
be on the point of doing so, such as when he was having his affair 
with Deborah Liston and he spoke to us of her “thinking of moving 
in.” Almost immediately after that he met Nicola Ross and that was 
the end of Deborah and her move. Nicola, apparently, suggested he 
come and live with her. She had no intention of leaving her house 
by the river at Hammersmith, but Ivor wouldn't do it. I believe he 
thought there was something diminishing of his manhood in sharing 
a woman's home. Or perhaps he just didn't care for her enough to 


set up house with her. As for Hebe, he and I had, of course, once 
been into the possibility of his buying her a Pimlico flat, but the 
point of that was to avoid his having to live with her while being 
free to visit her whenever he chose. 


Would he break his rule, if rule it was, for Juliet? It didn't look 
like it, yet he seemed to spend every free moment he had with her. 
He had driven her down to Ramburgh to meet his parents and their 
enthusiasm seemed, if anything, to increase his feelings for her. Was 
that love, passion, or sex alone? I don't know. That is, I didn't know 
then. Ivor and she went to a fellow MP's wedding in York and got 
their picture in the papers along with the bride and groom, Juliet in 
a black lace cartwheel hat and a white linen dress. The local daily, 
the Morningford Gazette, carried a photograph of them at the Norfolk 
Show just after Ivor went up another rung of the ladder and was 
made a Minister of State. Iris and I asked each other if her parents 
had said any more about moving out of Ramburgh House when Ivor 
got married. 


“If he is going to get married,” Iris said, “I'd rather it had been 
Erica Caxton.” 


I said I thought she liked Juliet. 


“Well, I do. But that doesn't mean I want her for a sister-in-law. I 
don't know why, but I think she'd be unfaithful.” 


“That would make two of them,” I said, for I couldn't imagine Ivor 
being with one woman, wife or not, for long. 


On tHe race Of it, so many things had been forgotten. On the rare 
occasions when we saw Ivor alone he would sometimes refer to the 
accident, even mention Hebe in a rueful sort of way. Poor dead 
Lloyd also received a little of his attention, as once, for instance, he 
spoke of the first time he had seen Juliet, at Nicola Ross's party. He 
even said he regretted asking Lloyd to take part in his kidnap 
scenario. Lloyd had been a promising actor, he thought, and so 
young. It had been such a waste of talent and of life itself. But of 


Gerry Furnal and Hebe's child he never spoke. They might not have 
existed as far as he was concerned. The alibi lady he also seemed to 
have expunged from his memory. As for the Lynches, the absolute 
dread he had once had of them, his horror of Sean Lynch and not 
even hidden wish for Dermot to die, all that had gone, might never 
have been. The possibility of compensating them for Dermot's 
injuries also seemed forgotten. Or so it appeared that summer and 
autumn. 


Iris and I had at last decided we must move. The Hampstead 
mews house, which had been her parents' wedding present to us, 
was too small for a couple with two children of opposite sexes. It 
would really have been too small for a couple with children of the 
same sex. The second bedroom was very small. There was room in it 
for Nadine's narrow bed and Adam's cot and that was all—no 
clothes cupboard, no chest of drawers. We had put it on the market 
in the summer. In September, on the day that came to be known as 
Black Wednesday, the government—lIvor's government— was forced 
to withdraw the pound from the European Exchange Rate 
Mechanism. Among other currency disasters, the housing market 
crashed. How we came to sell our house at all I don't know, but we 
did, and were lucky to sell it a month later. But I received less for it 
than my father-in-law had paid six years before. 


Ivor had visited us in that house many times and had brought 
Juliet there more than once. I used to expect him to show some sign 
that he recalled, surely unpleasantly if not painfully, the evening he 
had spent there, waiting for Hebe to come. An involuntary wince 
perhaps, a hesitation before he crossed our threshold, even a silent 
glance around our living room as he thought of that wait and of his 
ignorance at the time as to what was really taking place. But none 
of that happened. It may be that he was determined it should not 
and so he exercised an iron control over his features and his eyes. 
He was good at iron control, was Ivor. 


So we moved out in November and into the new house we had 
bought on a bigger mortgage than I had hoped for in the far north 
of London, on the Hertfordshire border. With his elitist ideas and 


English gentleman's notions of the only place to live as being in 
something two centuries old in the country or the heart of town, 
Ivor looked tolerantly at our 1960s red brick, our double garage, 
and our half-acre of garden. “Just the thing,” he said, “if you have 
children.” He reminded me of a story told me by a banker I know. 
This man, whose name was Jonathan, bought a house in South 
Kensington and took his father to see it. While approving up to a 
point, the old man said to Jonathan, “Very nice, my boy. And where 
will you have your town house?” 


Ivor was taking Juliet to Nice for a few days. It would be the first 
real holiday he had had for nearly three years. Before he went he 
drove up to Leicestershire one Sunday to see Erica and her children 
and on his way home he called on us. Although she knew all about 
it, and I knew she did, I never liked to mention anything about the 
crash in Juliet's presence. For one thing, I wouldn't have cared to 
speak of Lloyd in front of her and it would have been difficult to 
avoid speaking of him. But now we had Ivor to ourselves and he had 
got on to the subject of Erica, how she seemed at last to be 
recovering from the loss of Sandy, digressing only a little to talk 
about the latest IRA atrocity, I asked him if he ever had any news of 
the Lynch family, particularly of Der-mot Lynch. 


“Why would I?” he said. “You always went on and on about how I 
ought to be careful never to go near any of them.” 
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I have been keeping this scrapbook since the time when Hebe died. 
It is a companion book to the diary, which isn't a book at all. 
When I came to Irving Road I brought both with me. Ivor Tesham is 
its subject and that includes a lot of peripheral stuff, pictures of the 
accident, for instance, photographs of all the people involved. After 
all, I have to do something more than look after Justin and cook 
evening meals for Gerry. I have to have a hobby and keeping 
cuttings about a really famous celebrity wouldn't be all that 
interesting. There would be too many of them. I'd reach a point of 
having to pick and choose, of selecting which to keep and which to 
discard. The choice I've made is perfect. Ivor Tesham is well enough 
known to get his name in the newspapers perhaps once every two or 
three weeks but no more and his photograph far less often. I confine 
my searches to the Guardian, which is delivered here every day, and 
to the Evening Standard, which Gerry brings home with him and 
which I carry away upstairs to my room when he has finished with 
it. 


No one else knows about the scrapbook. But when you come to 
think of it, who is there who could know? I don't really know 
anyone except Gerry and my mother and the girls. Grania, I mean, 
and Lucy and Wendy. And of course I know Gerry's mother and my 
tenant, Pandora Flint. That's quite a respectable list of friends, isn't 
it? Except that none of them are my friends. I thought Gerry would 
be. I hoped Gerry and I would grow closer as time went on, but we 
haven't really. We did for a while, when he talked to me about 
Hebe, how he missed her and how wonderful she was, and I listened 
and said yes and no and of course. But that didn't go on for long. It 
went on for months and then it stopped. Instead of talking about 
something else he just stopped talking. This was partly because 


Justin started staying up later. He wouldn't go to sleep at six—he 
got into the way of wanting someone to sit with him—so Gerry let 
him stay up till eight. I don't agree with it. I think children need 
their sleep and grown-ups certainly need a bit of peace. Gerry says 
he never gets a chance to talk to his son unless he lets him stay up 
later and, of course, he is the boss, he makes the rules. As for me, I 
talk about Callum less than I did. Maybe Gerry doesn't believe in 
him anymore. A real boyfriend would phone, wouldn't he? He'd call 
for me. And there's another difficulty. If you have an imaginary 
friend—because, let's face it, that's what Callum is—you always 
know he's imaginary unless you're mad, and you lose interest in 
him, you forget to talk about him, and worse, you forget what you 
said about him before. Gerry looked suspicious when I said Callum 
was thirty-one and I realized I'd taken a year off the age he was a 
year ago. He asked me if I was sure of that when I said he lived in 
Kensington. 


But to get back to the scrapbook and Ivor Tesham. Or, rather, to 
get back to Ivor Tesham. The scrapbook can look after itself, it's 
locked in a safe-deposit box in my tiny cell, and it's not even very 
interesting, just a man's political life in journalese and illustrations. 
But it's his private life as well. There are several photographs of him 
with his new love, his bosomy girlfriend who rejoices in the unlikely 
name of Juliet Case and calls herself an actress, though what she has 
acted in is a mystery to me and, I suspect, to everyone else. Tesham 
didn't wait long. He wasn't faithful to Hebe's memory for more than 
a few months. I sometimes wonder—no, I often wonder—what 
Gerry would think if he knew there was a man out there in the 
world, a man also in London, though in a rather different part of it 
from this dump, a man who was Hebe's lover but who forgot her 
once she was dead. 


Juliet Case is also a bit different. From Hebe, I mean. At any rate, 
whatever else she may have been, Hebe was beautiful, ethereal- 
looking, delicate, fair as a lily (as Gerry often says), while this 
woman looks as if she ought to be at a bullfight with a rose between 
her teeth. Carmen, no less. I wonder too how much she knows about 


that Friday evening, about the crash, if she knows anything. I have 
thought about it to the point of exhaustion. The cuttings that half 
fill the scrapbook have given me some help. I have read and reread 
the pieces that describe the crash and looked again and again at the 
photographs. A few days after it happened and when the police 
thought Kelly Mason was the intended victim, they were looking for 
the man who was behind it all, the man who organized it and set it 
up. Then we heard no more about it till last week, when an article 
appeared that resurrected the whole thing and said the police were 
still looking for this mastermind. It is over two years in the past but 
they are still looking. 


The article didn't name this man. It named Lloyd Freeman and 
Dermot Lynch and it said Lynch was a motor mechanic who 
serviced MPs' cars. Ivor Tesham doesn't just have a government car; 
he has one of his own, a big BMW. One of the photographs in the 
scrapbook shows him getting into this car outside his flat in 
Westminster. Suppose Dermot Lynch used to service this car? It's 
very likely. The conclusion I drew from working this out made me 
feel very excited. It could mean that the only person in the world 
who knew both Lloyd Freeman and Dermot Lynch was Ivor Tesham. 
He was the mastermind. 


Of course I can't be sure of this, but isn't it the only possible 
answer? Ivor Tesham didn't intend to drive the BMW to pick up 
Hebe or send another driver in the BMW to pick her up, but paid 
Dermot and Lloyd to do it in a rented car, so that she could be 
delivered to him like a sexy parcel from a mail order company, 
dressed in absurd gear, flung down, I suppose, on his bed to await 
him. That's how it has to be. That's why he asked me that question: 
“What are you going to do?” I can see the fear in his face now, I can 
smell it, but what he was afraid of I don't exactly know. A story in 
the papers? Can anyone be so conscious of his reputation that he's 
afraid of a few lines on a diary page making him look faintly 
ridiculous? Apparently, he can. 


No one seems to know what has happened to Dermot Lynch. It's 
said that the police never give up on a case like that. None of it gets 


in the media because quiet persistent work behind the scenes, 
searching, sifting, considering, isn't the hot news the press likes. 
Sometimes when I look through the scrapbook at the picture of Ivor 
Tesham and Carmen at his friend's wedding or the picture of him 
grinning, one fist raised, when he retained his seat at the general 
election, I imagine myself walking into the nearest police station 
and telling them about that single meeting I had with him. And how 
he asked me what I was going to do. 


One picture I shan't be putting in the scrapbook, and that's the 
one I found in the back of Hebe's jewelry drawer. 


We pepenp on the television in this household. I don't particularly care 
for it, I never have, but Justin loves it, as all children do, and Gerry 
watches it compulsively. I used to think he was an intelligent man 
but I've had to revise my opinion. He and Justin sit on the sofa—lI sit 
in an armchair—and watch program after program with no 
discrimination whatsoever. Well, I shall correct that. If anything 
very horrible comes on, battles and corpses—they don't seem to 
mind showing dead bodies anymore—he doesn't turn it off, he 
changes channels. There used to be a phrase current when I was a 
child: “Glued to the glowing cathode.” I think that was quite clever, 
it was so apt. Gerry will change to anything Justin may want to 
watch, the most banal cartoons or pop music rubbish, but if I dare 
to ask for something marginally more intellectual, he always says 
Justin wouldn't like it or it wouldn't be suitable for Justin. I have 
actually said in reply that in that case I'll go and watch it on the set 
in the kitchen and, outrageous as it seems, he hasn't said a word to 
stop me. Usually it ends in my going upstairs to work on the 
scrapbook, writing captions to some of the pictures and putting 
names to the people with Tesham and Carmen in some classy venue. 


So when the television broke down a couple of weeks ago I was 
rather pleased than otherwise. At least it would mean we might 
have a proper conversation in the evenings, Gerry talking to his son, 
which he was supposed to want to do when he started letting him 


stay up late. Or we could even listen to the radio. But things 
happened differently. The man who came to repair the set said he 
would have to take it away and it might be gone for at least a week. 
You would have thought the end of the world had come. The black- 
and-white set in the kitchen would have to be brought into the 
living room, Gerry said. Never mind that my daytime viewing would 
be at an end or my alternative viewing in the evening. 


I don't know what made me say what I did. Or, rather, I do know, 
I know only too well. It's the way I am, the way I act. Bluntly, 
brutally, I want them to love me—well, to like me, for that's all I 
can expect. It hasn't been allowed to happen. How could it when 
Gerry is always telling Justin how wonderful his mother was, 
showing him her picture, telling him in a soppy outdated way that 
his mother is in heaven, loving him and watching over him? I'd 
hoped Gerry would—well, perhaps not love me, I gave up on that 
long ago, but at least grow fond of me, tell me again that I was 
indispensable. But there are no signs he feels any different toward 
me than he did when first I came. None at all. So to make them like 
me, fool that I am, I offered them my television set. 


It was at home in my flat, of course, but put away in that same 
big cupboard where the case full of Hebe's stuff is. Pandora had 
bought a new one, something special, I don't know what, but the 
latest thing. I'd seen it on the only occasion I'd been back, when I 
went there to fetch a book I wanted to reread. Anyway, I don't think 
I'd ever had such a response from Gerry to any offer I'd made. His 
smile, the warmth in his face, this was what I'd wanted to evoke 
from him all the time I'd known him, not just since I've been here. 
We were standing up at the time. We were in the living room, 
looking at the defunct set and waiting for the man to come. Gerry 
actually took my hands, he took both my hands in his, saying how 
grateful he'd be, what an act of kindness. 


The next thing was that I'd have to go and fetch it. I said he'd 


have to help me carry it in from the backseat of the car but first I'd 
phone Pandora and let her know I'd be coming for it. She's hardly 


ever in on the rare occasions I phone her and I have to leave 
messages, but this time she was. 


“Don't you worry,” she said in that distant whispery voice of hers. 
“T'll bring it myself. I'm coming up your way. Irving Road, isn't it? 
I've got a friend in Herbert Road and I'm coming to see her. Michael 
will help me get it in the car.” 


Michael was the man on the floor below, the one who had told 
me off for throwing away that Christmas food. I'd never spoken to 
him since and I didn't want him here. Come to that, I didn't much 
want her here either. In my experience when people call, even if it's 
only on an errand like this one, they always expect a drink or a cup 
of tea or even food. Grania and Lucy are like that. They “look in,” as 
they put it, on their way home from work or on a Saturday 
afternoon, and always they say, “I'm parched” or “I'm dying for a 
drink,” and I'm the one who has to get it. Still, that Saturday it was 
pouring with rain and I was glad I didn't have to schlep (as Hebe 
would have said) all the way down to Kilburn and get wet in the 
process of carrying that heavy set to the car. 


Just before Pandora was due, Wendy turned up. I don't know why 
those girls come. I don't know what they get out of it. They bring 
nothing, they do nothing, and their conversation isn't worth 
listening to. Well, I do know why they come, of course I do. They're 
all after Gerry. He's young, he's quite good-looking, he's free, and 
though he's mean with his money he earns quite a lot. Those girls 
think that one of them will get him. I don't think myself they've 
much of a chance. I had more chance than they had, but that's over 
now. Like the fool he is, he'll stay faithful to Hebe's memory for the 
next twenty years. They really ought to know that with all their 
cuddling up to Justin and bringing him presents, they are just 
wasting their time. 

Wendy was wearing a dress like a school gym tunic, with her hair 
in pigtails, and she's a good ten years too old for that. “I didn't have 
time for lunch,” she said. “I'm starving.” 


Gerry gave her a plateful of leftovers from our own lunch and 
asked me if I'd “be kind enough” to make her a cup of tea. While she 
was drinking it, sitting at the kitchen table, Pandora arrived. I've 
mentioned before that she belonged to the same type as Hebe, tall, 
slim, and with long blond hair, but there, I'd thought, the 
resemblance ended. She had this peculiar husky voice, as if she'd got 
a throat infection, whereas Hebe's had been strong and clear. But 
when she walked into the hallway something strange happened. It 
was a dull day and no one had yet turned lights on. Justin came out 
of the kitchen, where he'd been drinking juice at the table with 
Wendy, came to fetch some toy he wanted to show her, and when 
he saw Pandora he stopped and he stared at her. His lips parted as 
he looked up at her and then disappointment seemed to spread 
across his face, a desolation that changed him, briefly, from a boy of 
four into a little old man. It was quite interesting to see. He turned 
and ran into the living room, where Gerry was, and I heard the 
sounds of his sobbing. 


“What's wrong?” Pandora said. “What did I do?” 
“Nothing. I don't know.” 


I wasn't going to tell her that, just for a moment, for an instant, 
the child had thought she was his mother come back. For that, I'm 
sure, was what it was. I switched the light on. I took Pandora into 
the living room and introduced her to Gerry. He was sitting with the 
still-weeping Justin in his arms, held tightly against him, so he 
couldn't get up and couldn't shake hands, but he said hello and 
thanked her for bringing the television. I'd half expected him to 
react in the same way as Justin had, but he showed no sign of 
seeing any resemblance. He couldn't leave Justin, so Pandora and I 
went out to fetch the set, joined after a moment or two by Wendy, 
who was more hindrance than help. 


More tea had to be made once we'd got the television up and 
running, and Wendy found a cake in a tin I was saving for next day, 
when Gerry's mother was coming. But there was no use saying 
anything. She always behaves as if she has a right to the run of the 
place when she “looks in.” Justin calmed down and began to behave 


with Pandora as he would with any ordinary stranger, a bit shyly, 
answering her warily when she spoke to him and once or twice 
running to his father to hide his face against Gerry's knees. Gerry 
and Pandora were getting on famously, their conversation being all 
about his terrible loss of Hebe. As far as I know, Pandora had never 
previously heard of her. Still, she made all the right sympathetic 
noises, which I could see annoyed Wendy. 


After they'd both gone he asked me why I'd never said what a nice 
friend I'd got. 


“She's not my friend,” I said. “She's my tenant.” 


He went on talking about her and how kind she was, as if the 
television she'd brought was hers, not mine. “She reminded me just 
a little of Hebe,” he said. 


“Really?” I said. “I can't see it myself.” 


By that time I had more or less given up hoping for any return 
from Justin of the love I had offered him. I am afraid he is naturally 
sullen, as Hebe was when she couldn't get her own way. But nothing 
had prepared me for the outburst of rage, a real sustained tantrum, 
he indulged himself in that evening. It wasn't just sobs this time but 
full-blown screaming as he flung himself about on his bed. What he 
needed was a good smack. That's what Mummy would have given 
him, but I knew what the result would be if I did. I could imagine 
the reproaches, the sulks, Gerry threatening me with the loss of my 
job, as if he could get anyone else to do what I did. So I shut Justin 
up in his bedroom, listened for a while outside the door to the 
sounds of hysteria and, to tell the truth, wondered how I had ever 
fancied I was getting fond of him. 


Gerry was out. After all that nonsense about needing a television, 
about how it was the only thing to distract him from his memories, 
he had abandoned it the first day it arrived and gone off to make a 
speech at some charity do. It was quite pleasant to have the place to 
myself for a change. No television for me, of course. I was glad to do 
without it. I fetched the scrapbook down and quite enjoyed going 
through it, from the first picture of Tesham at Sandy Caxton's 


funeral to the most recent, Our Hero (as I call him to myself) 
presenting some award or medal to a flight lieutenant. 


Justin must have fallen asleep, for there was no more noise from 
upstairs. I tried to imagine Tesham paying those men, explaining to 
them what he wanted, waiting for Hebe to come and cursing when 
she didn't. When he had been thwarted. None of this was at all hard 
for me to picture. I wondered too, if she had all that gear, did he 
have sex toys? I don't really know what sex toys are, I've heard the 
term, that's all. Dildoes, perhaps, and furry objects. Did they play 
with them? Thinking of him, his suave manner and his austere 
looks, I couldn't imagine it and I stopped then, because you can only 
get excited up to a point, after which you start to feel sick. 
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F or all Ivor might say about suburban houses and double garages, 
he seemed to like visiting us, with or without Juliet. He was 
fond of our children, which rather surprised me, I don't know why, 
and he had found a young adorer in Nadine. His car, which he 
parked in the street in Westminster, kept taking knocks from passing 
drivers, once quite a serious dent in the offside, and he asked us if 
he could keep it in our second garage “just until he moved,” what 
ever that meant. 


When he came up to fetch it for the drive out to his constituency, 
he would arrive early and those talks we had used to have about the 
situation he found himself in two and a half years before resumed. 
Up to a point, that is. Now what he said was more a reflection on 
the things that had happened, even a kind of wonder that he had 
been almost mad with anxiety, with terror of what the following 
morning would bring, unable to sleep and always on the verge of a 
panic, which must at all costs be concealed. 


“T used to feel,” he said, “like that character in Shakespeare who 
says he'd like to read the book of fate, so that I could have some 
idea of what would happen next week, even next day.” 


I said he wouldn't like it if he could. We only want access to the 
book of fate when we can read something favorable to us in it. What 
if it had told him Dermot Lynch would come round next Thursday 
in full possession of his faculties and memory? He laughed. He 
actually laughed. 


“On the subject of Dermot Lynch,” Iris said, “I take it you've kept 
to what you said and haven't been near that family?” 


“T suppose I may as well tell you,” he said. 


Nadine came into the room then and climbed onto Ivor's knee. 
Half an hour later he'd fetched the car and gone to pick up Juliet for 
their weekend in Morningford. It must have been about a fortnight 
later that I was in Maida Vale, visiting a client who lived in one of 
those big Italianate houses that front onto the canal in Blomfield 
Road. As well as being wheelchair-bound, my very wealthy client 
never answered letters and nor did his wife, so I had no choice but 
to go to him, taking with me a number of forms that needed signing 
for the Inland Revenue. It was almost Christmas, a day or two 
before Christmas Eve. Christmas trees were glittering with lights in 
the windows, holly wreaths hung on front doors, and there were 
strings of lights along the canal. After I left my client I lingered 
awhile, leaning over the railing to look along the shining stretch of 
water up to the lights in the café on the bridge. 


I began to walk down toward the underground station, not to get 
into the tube—no one in his senses would try to travel by tube from 
Maida Vale to where we lived—but to hail one of the taxis which 
head up Warwick Avenue from Clifton Gardens. I was about halfway 
down, looking in vain for taxis coming that way and from the 
opposite direction, when I noticed the couple who had walked over 
the bridge and were waiting to cross Blomfield Road. It was dark 
but a clear evening and I couldn't have been mistaken. The two 
people, arm in arm, now halfway across, were Ivor and Juliet Case. I 
started to hail them, lifting my right arm, but the taxi driver, 
coming at last, took this for a summons to him and stopped for me. I 
got in; I wanted to get home. Whether or not Ivor had seen me I 
didn't then know. 


“Where do you think they'd been?” Iris asked when I told her. 
I said I didn't know. How would I know? Paddington Station? 


“Why would Ivor go to Paddington Station or come from Pad 
dington Station? On foot? He wouldn't. I'll tell you where they'd 
been. To William Cross Court.” 


I'd forgotten the name. I'd forgotten who lived there. I had to ask 
her. 


“The Lynches, of course. Mrs. Lynch and her sons live in William 
Cross Court. It's in Rowley Place and Rowley Place runs from St. 
Mary's Gardens to Warwick Avenue. Don't look at me like that, Rob, 
I do know. I looked the place up in the A-Z when I was phoning her 
for Ivor.” 


“He wouldn't go there,” I said. “He might have done once but not 
now. Why would he?” 

“T'm going to ask him.” 

And she did. Christmas happened first, of course. Both children 
were by then of an age to be in paroxysms of excitement 
anticipating the day. Wearing a white beard and dressed in Iris's 
hooded red dressing gown with cotton wool stitched onto it in 
appropriate places, I sat on the stairs for hours without number, my 
sack of stocking gifts beside me, waiting for them to go to sleep. I 
don't think Nadine ever did sleep that night. I unloaded my presents 
into her stocking at five in the morning while she gazed at me 
enraptured, having no notion then that I might be only her father in 
disguise. I could go on and on about that Christmas, joy and glory 
for Iris and me as much as for our children, but I won't. I'll proceed 
to Ivor, who came alone on Boxing Day, bearing gifts. 


I may as Well tell you, he had said a few weeks ago. Then Nadine's 
interruption had put it out of our heads. “It's absolutely all right,” 
was how he began now, and varying it, “Absolutely okay. Juliet's 
been visiting them since before Dermot came out of hospital. She 
and Philomena are friends.” 


“Philomena? You mean you're on those sorts of terms?” 


“T don't know what you mean by ‘those sorts of terms,' Iris. It's 
usual these days for people to call each other by their Christian 
names or hadn't you noticed? Juliet suggested I go there with her 
one day and I did. They wanted to see me. It was all perfectly 
pleasant and friendly, and a great relief, I can tell you.” 


He did tell us and it took quite a long time. At first, when Juliet 
suggested he go and visit Philomena Lynch and see Dermot, he was 
adamant. Absolutely not, he had said, it's out of the question. But 
they don't bear you any ill will, she said. He asked her how much 
they knew. 


“Dermot told Sean about it when you first asked him,” she said. “I 
don't think Philomena knows. They wouldn't have said anything to 
her for fear she'd have been shocked, as she would have been, Ivor. 
She's an old-fashioned, deeply religious woman. She's a staunch 
Catholic. But Sean knew from the start. He says he and Dermot had 
a laugh about it.” 


All this had happened in the previous summer, when Ivor was still 
sufficiently alive to the danger he was in to shudder at those words. 
Sean had to know, Juliet went on, because Dermot wanted to 
borrow his gun. It was true that Sean bought the gun from a man in 
Warsaw who was trying to get American dollars or British sterling 
together to escape the country, but his motive in buying it wasn't as 
naive and innocent as she had first told him. Sean had a criminal 
record, which was why the police had questioned him over Sandy 
Caxton's murder. At this point in Ivor's narrative Iris let out a cry of 
horror. 


“T think you must be mad!” 
Ivor shrugged. “Wait till you hear the rest of it.” 
“Tt can't get any worse, that's for sure.” 


Juliet said to him that Dermot was living on some government 
allowance which is now called Invalidity Benefit but had a different 
name then. He would never work again. His mother went out 
cleaning. Sean was a builder's laborer but the work wasn't regular, it 
was sporadic, and often there was none at all. It was this that 
changed Ivor's mind for him. Or so he said. Well, he was an English 
gentleman and English gentlemen are good to the poor. They 
perform charitable acts to the lower orders and hand out 
eleemosynary alms. 


“T suppose I ought to do something for them,” he said. 


Juliet thought he ought. “I hoped you would say that,” she said. 


Next day, she phoned Mrs. Lynch and the two of them went over 
to William Cross Court. Ivor must have noted the contrast between 
this visit and his last. Then he had skulked about on the stairs, 
hiding from observers; now he went as a prospective honored guest. 
It was the end of July and the beginning of the parliamentary 
summer recess. William Cross Court, which he had in his mind 
labeled a dump, looked rather nice in the sunshine, flowers on some 
of the balconies and more in Westminster Council's neat flowerbeds. 
The lawns were bright green, with not a weed showing. 


“T suppose you thought,” Iris said, “that made it all respectable.” 
“As a matter of fact that's exactly what I did think.” 


It was at this point that I wondered what would have happened if 
I hadn't seen him and Juliet walking along Warwick Avenue that 
evening. If, for instance, I hadn't spent two minutes leaning on that 
railing and admiring the canal and the lights. Would he ever have 
told us? Would he have changed his mind about having something 
“I may as well tell you,” said nothing of this visit and subsequent 
visits to the Lynches' until disaster came—if disaster was to come? I 
think so. But I had lingered and I had seen him and now it was all 
coming out. 


Sean Lynch opened the front door. Ivor said he couldn't believe 
his eyes when this man—this bricklayer or whatever he was, this 
one-time criminal, this suspect in his friend's murder—put his hand 
on Juliet's shoulder and kissed her on the cheek. 


“It took a bit of getting used to, that,” he said, and then, oddly, 
“Of course, things are different now. I somehow thought he'd call 
her ‘Miss Case.' I thought they'd all be tremendously respectful.” 

“When are you going to start living in the real world, Ivor?” Iris 
was furious. “These people are probably planning just how they're 
going to blackmail you.” 


“No,” he said in a vague, dreamy sort of way. “No, they're not. It's 
not like that. Philomena was rather awestruck. I suppose you'd call 


that respectful. She kept saying she couldn't believe I was actually in 
her flat. An MP, she kept saying, a Minister of the Crown.” 


“Oh, my God,” Iris said. “I don't believe it. I'll wake up in a 
minute.” 


“It was horrible,” he said, “seeing Dermot. I remember him as a 
very lively, jolly sort of chap, the sort of man who'd be dumb if he 
lost the use of his hands. He was always gesticulating, holding his 
hands up, clapping, flicking his fingers. He never moves them now. 
He can walk—shuffle, rather. His speech is like—well, you know 
what a Dalek sounds like. Or a zombie. Juliet told me afterward that 
whole areas of his brain are gone, just lost.” 


Mrs. Lynch had given them tea that first time and a cake she said 
was “Mr Kipling.” She talked a lot about Mr. Kipling cakes and how 
good they were, though not a patch on something called Kunzle 
cakes, which were in vogue when she was a girl. Sean kept telling 
her to give it a rest, no one was interested, and what would Mr. 
Tesham think of her. They were still calling him Mr. Tesham then, 
though that changed on his next visit. Dermot had a towel tied 
round his neck to protect his clothes while he ate his cake. He got 
chocolate icing all over his face and Philomena had to fetch a wet 
flannel to clean him up. He appeared not to recognize Ivor, which 
was something of a relief. On the way there Ivor had worried about 
that, imagining him jumping up, the scales falling from his eyes, and 
presumably too his mind, as he denounced the author of all his 
sufferings. Eating his cake and drinking his cup of mahogany- 
colored tea, Ivor saw—with very real pity and horror, I believe— 
that Dermot was beyond all that; Dermot was in a different world, a 
place of shadows and incomprehension and oblivion. 


As for Sean, Ivor confessed that he had never before come across 
anyone like him. It was unusual for him to be frank about his own 
lack of experience in any aspect of life. There was no question from 
the start, he said, of taking him for other than what he was, for he 
exuded menace, he radiated ruthlessness, he would be a good 
person to have on one's side if one were in trouble. 


“And you think he's on yours,” I said. 
“Some of the things he said made me believe so.” 


Iris made that sound that is usually written “Huh.” “What about 
the other things? The menace, for instance?” 


“That wasn't directed at me. I'd arranged with Juliet that I 
wouldn't mention money that first time. All I said was that I'd like to 
do something for them and that I'd come back and we'd talk about 
it, 

He went back two days later but without Juliet this time. The 
arrangement he'd made was for six in the evening and he took a 
bottle of champagne with him. While Iris was asking him why and 
where did he get his crazy ideas from, I was thinking of the 
champagne he'd left in our fridge on the night of the birthday 
present. Ivor was a great one for champagne. Once I heard him refer 
to it as “the drink that is never wrong” or TDTINW. I think he saw it 
as the panacea for all ills, the smoother-out of all difficulties, the 
breaker of all possible kinds of ice. And, of course, the bringer of 
desire and stimulus to the libido. 


Again it was Sean who opened the door. “Mr. Tesham” was 
dropped and he greeted him as “Ivor.” “How are you doing, Ivor?” 
were his words. But instead of according the champagne as 
enthusiastic a welcome, he said in a repressive tone that he didn't 
drink. Never had, didn't like the taste. Anything alcoholic was out of 
the question for Dermot, but Ivor opened the champagne (elegantly, 
I expect, as he always did, without spilling a drop) and he and 
Philomena Lynch settled down to drink it. Out of pottery mugs. 
There were no glasses in the place, not even the water kind. No one 
ever drank water or, come to that, fruit juice, or anything but tea. 


The room they sat in was crowded with shabby chairs, an ancient 
sagging sofa, and a table big enough for somewhere twice the size. 
But you barely noticed that. What you noticed was the religious 
bric-a-brac, the crucifixes and icons—Ivor called them icons—the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus bleeding in Mary's hands, the face distorted 
with agony underneath the crown of thorns, the figurine of the 


Virgin holding the blessed child. There was a superfluity of them 
and they oppressed Ivor. He hadn't noticed them so much on his 
previous visit and he didn't on subsequent visits, but that particular 
time he needed the champagne to offset them, to escape their 
accusation. This may in part have been due also to the presence of 
Dermot shuffling about the room, his lusterless eyes wandering from 
statuette to crucifix, until they came to rest on a framed picture of a 
pallid-faced woman with a veil covering her hair. He stood in front 
of this picture, staring, his mouth working, possibly in prayer. 


“Talking to St. Rita,” Philomena said in an admiring tone. 
“Dermot has a real devotion to St. Rita.” 


Sean cast up his eyes and, behind his mother's back, mimed the 
playing of a dirge on a violin. Ivor poured more champagne and got 
on with what he had come about. When he got home, or probably 
when he next went into the Commons library, he looked up St. Rita 
and found she was the patron saint of lost causes. She had suffered 
all her life from a chronic illness and was known in Spain, where 
she came from, as la abogada de imposibles, the saint of desperate 
cases. It seemed appropriate. 


If the true reason for the offer he was about to make was to ward 
off blackmail, Ivor had no intention of even hinting at that. And 
perhaps that wasn't the reason. It really was from friendship—and 
pity. He didn't mention that either. Instead he said Dermot had 
serviced his car over such a long period (actually it was three years 
and how many times do you have a car serviced in three years when 
you only use it at weekends?) and had been so thorough and 
efficient, so pleasant and so insistent on always returning the car 
himself, that he felt they had become friends. It must have cost him 
something to say that, in that place and in that company, with big 
rough Sean, red-faced like the drinker he wasn't, wearing a dirty 
white singlet and khaki shorts, his greasy yellow hair down on his 
shoulders, making faces behind his mother's back. But he did say it. 
He said he felt he had a duty to that friendship to make Dermot and 
his family's life easier. Therefore he hoped they'd accept an 
allowance of ten thousand a year. 


17 


T here was no argument. Ivor had supposed there would be some 
polite demur, some disclaimer. “Oh, we couldn't possibly take 
it,” or “That's far too generous.” Something like that. The trouble 
was he didn't know his audience. He didn't know people like the 
Lynches, people from their social stratum, their background, their 
financial condition. He might be an MP and a minister but he had 
no idea that men and women existed whose whole life, for some of 
them from early childhood and certainly to the grave, was a struggle 
for subsistence, a struggle to get money, to live with some dignity. 
Not a lot of money, not even enough money, but sufficient to 
possess some of the things he took absolutely for granted: warmth in 
winter, an occasional holiday, a television set; not a new car, not 
that, but an old banger or a motorbike. He ought to have known. He 
was involved in public life, he had canvassed for election, he had 
talked to teenage mothers with babies in their arms, to pensioners in 
slippers, to the unemployed on benefit. But he had done so on 
doorsteps for two minutes at a time. 


So he was surprised and perhaps a little piqued (though he didn't 
say so) that the only rejoinder he got was a nod from Sean and a 
“Right,” and from Philomena, “That would be a help,” though she 
looked, not at him, but at one of her figurines, as if a plaster saint— 
truly, a saint made from plaster—was responsible for this largesse. 
He was disappointed. Like my daughter Nadine, bestowing the first 
Christmas present she had ever given, he expected extravagant 
gratitude, repeated thanks. She was three and a half and she got it, 
but all he got was an apparently indifferent acceptance. 


He asked Philomena for her bank details. Oh, Ivor, Ivor, did you? 
Did you really do that? She didn't know what he meant. She had 
never had a bank account. Nor had Sean. However, she had a Post 


Office savings account and it was into this that he arranged to pay 
the ten thousand each year on September 1. 


“Yet you go on seeing them,” Iris said. “Is that necessary?” 


“T don't want them to think I'm paying them off. It's a bit 
awkward, isn't it? Sean knows, you see. I've told you that. He knows 
I set the whole thing up. It wouldn't do to make him think I was 
paying him because he constituted a threat to me.” 

“Well, aren't you?” 

“Absolutely not, Iris. They think it's done out of friendship and 
they're right. As a matter of fact, Sean regards me as a friend now. 
His girlfriend was there when Juliet and I went round the night you 


saw us and Sean introduced me as his friend. “This is my friend Ivor,' 
he said.” 


“Right. You're his friend. You meet him for a drink, do you? You 
have him in the Commons for lunch? You and Juliet and Sean and 
his girlfriend have dinner together? I don't think so.” Iris was 
looking at him the way I've never seen her look at him before, with 
an exasperation which wasn't at all amused. “I said I think you've 
gone mad and I do. This man's got a criminal record. Do you know 
what for? You say he's some sort of laborer, but does he ever work? 
Or is his work petty crime?” They were near to quarreling and, 
though they sparred, they never quarreled. She changed tack a little. 
“Can you afford ten thousand a year?” 


“Yes,” he said. “I promised, so I have to.” 


Whether he really could at that time I don't know. Ten thousand 
was a lot more in 1992 than it is now. But he certainly could afford 
it by the spring of 1993. His and Iris's father died. John Tesham and 
I had never seen eye to eye on a lot of things, but I liked him in 
spite of our differences and I specially liked his manner with our 
children, his sweetness to them and his patience. He had gone out 
for a walk with his dogs, no doubt along those lanes, or lanes like 
them, where I had so much enjoyed walking and carrying my 
daughter, on a fine day in late April when the trees were in new 
leaf. The dogs came back without him and led his wife and a 


neighbor to a spot in the churchyard where he lay dead among the 
cowslips. 


Ivor made a stirring speech at his funeral, praising him for all 
sorts of things I never knew he had, devotion to the Church of 
England, a love of the poetry of Thomas Hardy, and a tenderness 
toward animals, among others. That last surprised me, as I 
remembered the hecatombs of pheasants and partridges he shot 
every winter. Ivor called him “one of the last of the English squires” 
and even referred to him as the lord of the manor. There was a 
reading of the will afterward, something which I, though I'm an 
accountant, didn't know still happened. John Tesham left Ramburgh 
House to his wife in trust for her lifetime and a considerable 
income, fifty thousand to his daughter, Iris, and twice that in trust 
till they were twenty-one to each of his grandchildren. Everything 
else went to Ivor and it was such a large sum that even I, who am 
used to dealing with large sums (mostly other people's), was 
surprised. 


Ten thousand a year would be peanuts to him in the future. He 
was too much of the English gentleman to give a sign that this 
fortune which had come to him—huge even after inheritance tax— 
was any consolation for his loss. We had all driven up to Norfolk 
together and he talked most of the way back about his father's 
virtues and his own sorrow. It was at least a month and the third 
anniversary of Hebe's death was past, before he mentioned, almost 
in passing, that “now I can afford it” he meant to buy a house in 
London. The move he had earlier envisaged when he parked his car 
in our garage would be to another, larger flat, but now a house in 
Westminster was a possibility. 


Juliet was still living in her flat, her half a house, in Park Road, 
Queen's Park. She spent her weekends at Ivor's in Old Pye Street, 
though as far as I know, he never spent his in Park Road. He would 
never have said so, but I think he would have considered it infra dig 
to have been seen to be staying in that part of London, he a Minister 
of the Crown (as Philomena Lynch repeatedly referred to him with 
pride), he an MP who was also becoming a television personality. 


He had been interviewed by David Frost and had held his own. 
Presenters of political panel programs sought him out. His was a 
recognizable face and not, in his view, permitted to be recognized 
by the denizens of Kensal Green borders when nipping down to 
Salusbury Road to pick up a taxi. 


Yet there was no sign of Juliet moving in with him. His flat was 
on the market and one of those professional house-hunters was— 
well, hunting for a house for him. Such people take 3 percent of the 
purchase price and Ivor expected to enrich this man by forty 
thousand pounds. 


“T haven't the time to mess about with estate agents and orders to 
view,” he said. 


What did Juliet live on? She never worked. Today, with the cult 
of the celebrity at its height, some of the glamour that was 
beginning to attach to him would have rubbed off on her and she 
might have been one of those good-looking women who become 
famous for doing nothing. For just being and for being a well-known 
man's girlfriend. But society hadn't then reached that stage. Her 
going about with Ivor certainly wouldn't have helped her get parts 
in the theater—if she was even trying to get parts. She dressed very 
well. Gone were the patchwork skirts and the ethnic bangles. She 
had grown her hair long and always, when we saw her, wore it up 
and done in such a smooth yet intricate way as to make me, and 
more significantly Iris, think she must be at the hairdresser's three 
times a week. Ivor, we decided, must be giving her some sort of 
allowance, and we were old-fashioned enough, though Iris was only 
two years her senior, to feel there was something distasteful about a 
man supporting a woman who was not his wife, was not even what 
was just beginning to be called his partner. 


But we didn't know. We couldn't ask and wouldn't. It wasn't our 
business and we both liked Juliet, her apparent frank openness, her 
obvious affection for Ivor, her charm, so necessary to a woman with 
her name. But our puzzlement at her behavior was still there: how 
could she have so readily taken up with Ivor when, however you 
looked at it, it was he who had caused her former boyfriend's death? 


Or to put it slightly more accurately, without Ivor's birthday present 
scenario, her ex-boyfriend—and how ex had he been?— would still 
be alive. 


She knew all about it, every detail, from the request and offer to 
Lloyd and Dermot to the crash, through the kidnap, the police and 
press misapprehension, Dermot's terrible injuries and, possibly 
though not certainly, the questioning by the police of Sean Lynch 
over Sandy Caxton's death. 


A strange and rather unwelcome thought came to me one night, 
in the small hours. I had got up to see to Adam, who was crying. A 
bad dream had wakened him. What kind of nightmare does a happy 
two-year-old have that wakes him screaming, calling in desperate 
fear for his mother and father? He couldn't tell me, so I sat with 
him, his hand in mine, until he went to sleep, and when I made my 
way back to our bedroom I thought suddenly, she knows but she 
tells no one, she never will. Does he pay her to keep silent? 


In the morning I talked about it with Iris. “There's a kind of 
blackmail,” I said, “where no threat need ever be made, where you 
might say the reverse of a threat is made, so that she says to him, 
‘You know I'll never say a word.' But the knowledge is there. He 
knows that she knows even if she never mentions it again. So he 
puts her under an obligation to him by giving her—what? Twice 
what he's giving the Lynches? She'll never say a word because she 
won't want to lose this generous allowance, though nothing has ever 
been said between them about why he gives it to her.” 


“Even more to the point,” said Iris, “nothing has ever been said 
about why she's happy to receive it. But can it be, Rob? He's in love 
with her, isn't he? She's in love with him. Can those two things exist 
side by side, love and—what? An unspoken threat?” 

I said I didn't think they were mutually exclusive. Besides, we 
didn't really know, did we? Juliet might have some other source of 
income, something perhaps from her ex-husband, Aaron Hunter. 

“T hope so,” Iris said. “I don't like to think of my brother paying 
out two lots of blackmail, both to people who threaten him only in 


his head. What must be going on in his head if he sees these threats 
coming from more and more people? Because they could, they 
could.” 


“Could they? Who, for instance?” 
“Jane Atherton?” 


Not just after it happened but a couple of years later, when he 
seemed to be on safe ground, Ivor had told us about his meeting 
with Jane Atherton, at her flat, when she asked him to choose a 
keepsake from Hebe's jewelry. He had been terrified, he said, for he 
had never forgotten the words he had used to her on the phone 
when he'd asked her what she was going to do. That was something 
he regretted almost daily. Leaving the Commons and taking a taxi 
up to her flat, he thought about her manner of inviting him, her 
words: we have things to talk about. That could mean only one thing, 
that she had decided what she was going to do. Climbing the stairs, 
he felt a tightness in his chest he thought might be the onset of a 
heart attack. His relief when she asked him to pick a memento was 
enormous, but it wasn't all-overpowering. He could still wonder if 
she was going to show him the pearls. She didn't and he couldn't 
ask. 


He had never heard from her again but she still existed, no doubt. 
She still knew what she knew. 


I mentionep aaron Hunter. Having failed to win the seat he had 
contested in the general election, he had gone back to the stage, 
where there had apparently been widespread regret at his ever 
leaving it. All four of us, Iris and I, Ivor and Juliet, went to see him 
in Lear. Not playing the king, of course, he was still rather too 
young for that, but a critic-acclaimed Edgar. I'm too squeamish for 
Lear. The putting out of Gloucester's eyes is too much for me and 
with every production I see, the director, or whoever is responsible 
for these things, makes it more hideous, more gruesome. As the poor 
man's eyes are pulled out I have to shut mine and hang my head and 
Iris is similarly affected. The other two seemed to watch it unmoved 


—as far as I know, I couldn't see—but I sensed their coolness, their 
civilized acceptance. We went round afterward to congratulate 
Aaron Hunter, he and Juliet being on perfectly good terms. (I had 
the impression Juliet would be on good terms with everyone from 
her past, and come to that her present, but I may have been wrong.) 
Ivor had met him before and, instead of the theater, the two of them 
talked politics, on which they had to agree to differ, their views 
being diametrically opposed. We asked him to have a late supper 
with us but he refused. He was tired; he was performing again next 
day. 

The restaurant we went to was in Westminster, very near Ivor's 
flat, halfway in fact between his flat, currently “under offer,” as the 
estate agents say, and his new house in Glanvill Street. Because the 
house-hunter had found somewhere for him, an elegant Georgian 
three-story place with five steps up to the front door and lacework 
railings on the balconies. After supper we went round to look at it, 
lit up by the old-fashioned lamps in the square. 


“And Juliet is coming to live there with me,” Ivor said, putting his 
arm lightly round her shoulders. “I think she likes the idea of being 
the only woman I have ever lived with.” 


An invitation came to Ivor's housewarming. Having a party to celebrate 
his move wasn't the kind of thing he did. It must be Juliet's idea, we 
decided, for Juliet was gaining a hold over him as no woman had 
done before. Recalling Iris's taunt when Ivor had called Sean Lynch 
a friend of his, I asked her what the betting was that this man 
wouldn't be at the party, and I thought she'd say that went without 
saying. Of course he wouldn't be there. 


“We shall see,” she said, “but I'm going to take you on. Ten 
pounds he's there.” 


“You can't be serious.” 


“T am, perfectly serious. Sean Lynch will be at that party and we'll 
be introduced to him.” 


Ivor's house was very nice inside, but it was exactly what anyone 
who knows the Georgian houses of London that have undergone a 
makeover would have expected. The previous owners had converted 
the ground floor into a kind of open plan but segmented into a 
number of alcoves and areas divided by arches or a series of 
columns. It was furnished— by a design company or by Juliet?— 
with perfect correctness for its period. Little groups of chairs and 
low tables stood about, portraits hung on the walls and, in the main 
open areas, political cartoons of the Gillray era. The curtains at 
windows both at the front and at the back hung sheer to the floor, 
heavy satin drapes in a deep bronze. A spinet and a gilded jardiniére 
each supported large flower arrangements. 


We had been there perhaps five minutes, already noticing that 
there were far more guests than either of us had expected, when 
Ivor came up to us with a stocky man in a too tight suit in tow. Jack 
Munro and his wife, who had been on their way to us, turned 
abruptly in the opposite direction and headed instead for Erica 
Caxton. It seemed to me that Ivor greeted us with more effusive ness 
than usual. He introduced us to his companion, a stocky red-faced 
man. 


“Tris, Robin, I want you to meet my friend Sean Lynch.” 


If we had been at a table Iris would have kicked me under it. Her 
broad smile and readily extended hand were a metaphorical kick. I 
too shook hands, while Ivor made some of the most flagrant small 
talk I have ever heard. What did we think of his table lamps? They 
had been made for him by a marvelous woman in West Halkin 
Street. The eighteenth-century French clock we would recognize as 
coming from Ramburgh. Living here was very convenient, it being 
not only near the Circle Line at St. James's Park but no more than 
ten minutes' walk from Pimlico tube station. I thought of Hebe, who 
might, had she lived, have had her home even nearer that station. 


Having done his duty, Ivor passed on, first to encounter Nicola 
Ross in draped black and white satin and then Aaron Hunter in 
jeans and leather jacket. Reluctantly I turned my attention to this 
man I'd been sure wouldn't be there and didn't much want to know. 


There is a certain cast of face I think of as essentially Irish. It is full 
and rather fleshy but with fine features, the nose aquiline, the eyes 
dark and full of fire, the mouth thin-lipped but sensitive, turned up 
at its corners in the precursor of a smile. Sean Lynch was exactly 
like that, a broad powerful-looking man, not very tall, but instead of 
dark hair, his was a curious brownish-yellow and curly, long enough 
to reach his shoulders. He also looked a brute. I half expected him 
to talk with an Irish lilt, but when he spoke it was with the accent of 
Paddington Green. 


I had barely heard what he'd been saying to Iris and she to him as 
he stood there cockily with a glass of orange juice in his hand. I 
remembered then that Ivor had told us he didn't drink. He had 
refused Ivor's champagne when they talked about the money he and 
his mother were offered. I didn't know what to say to him. The only 
thing I came up with, which I hope wasn't loaded or sly or probing, 
was, “How long have you known my brother-in-law?” 


I need not have worried. He took over the conversation. “Not 
long,” he said. “Not long at all.” And there I heard the note of 
Irishism, something he must have picked up from a parent. If I 
couldn't think of much to say to him he wasn't similarly inhibited 
with me and soon he was in full flow. “Long enough to know him 
for a true gentleman. What a wonderful man he is. It's not often you 
find a man of his class who's got no side, not a scrap of side in his 
makeup. And generous too, the soul of generosity. I'll tell you 
something, I reckon I'm the only working man here, but does he let 
that make any difference? No, he does not. He does not. He's 
introduced me to some of the most famous people in the land since 
I've been here. In the land ...” 


And so he went on. We had his disabled brother, his saintly 
mother on her hands and knees to earn a bare subsistence, his own 
inability to find work due to various injustices in his past—he didn't 
elaborate on this—his girlfriend's adoration and awe of the great 
man, so intense as to make him, Sean, quite jealous. Here he 
laughed throatily, shaking his head so that his curls bounced from 
side to side. He'd do anything for Ivor, he said, anything. Anything. 


Say the word and he was on. He looked like a hit man and the 
implications of what he said didn't bear thinking about. 


We were rescued at last by Juliet, who had come to take him 
away and drag him round the half-rooms and between the pillars to 
meet various minor celebrities of right-wing persuasion. It was Iris, 
not I, who said she looked stunningly beautiful in a simple white 
dress, her hair piled up but with tendrils escaping the golden combs, 
like one of those Jane Austen heroines on film, an Emma or a 
Marianne Dashwood. 


We had no intention of staying long. Iris was expecting our third 
child and, though very well, got tired easily, but such parties are not 
always straightforward to escape from. We were on the point of 
leaving, Iris whispering to me that she wanted her tenner now, on 
the nail, when Ivor was back at our side, introducing a QC who 
lived next door. His name was Martin Trenant, John Major would 
give him a peerage in his resignation honors, and I mention him 
because he played a small but significant part in what was to come. 
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that he saved Ivor's life. Just 
by being there, by being at home and having a key. 


I knew none of that at the time, of course. We talked— about 
what? The neighborhood, I suppose, and Trenant's wife being away 
in Marrakesh and the sudden cold snap. Then Nicola Ross came up 
to us, warm and effusive as ever, her arms spread to hug us, her talk 
punctuated with “darlings.” Martin Trenant melted away and Nicola 
began talking about Juliet, that she was lovely enough for the most 
discerning but still she, Nicola, would never have imagined her and 
Ivor as an item, never in a thousand years. 


In the taxi home Iris and I talked about Sean Lynch, his obvious 
admiration and fondness for Ivor. It was hero-worship, but Iris was 
sure it was sincere. The way he'd talked, she said, and the way he 
looked, made her see him as Ivor's bodyguard, though why he 
should need a bodyguard she couldn't tell. 


We weren't so far wrong except in one respect. Ivor wasn't afraid 
of these people. He had no fear of Juliet and none of Sean. He 


seemed to have cast out fear once he'd made that offer to the 
Lynches and I saw him as becoming more and more like the Ivor of 
his first years in Parliament, the Ivor who had picked up Hebe 
Furnal in two short sentences and several appreciative glances, and 
had leapt up flights of stairs, summoned by the division bell. 


Well, we were wrong in another way too. If we hadn't under stood 
the Lynches' motives, we hadn't understood Juliet at all. Perhaps we 
weren't naive but cynical. 


Ar rampurcH my mother-in-law remained in the house and Ivor seemed 
happy with this arrangement. He took Juliet down there every time 
he visited his constituency and his visits to his constituency were 
frequent. Remembering our own creepings about pass ages in the 
dark during our engagement, Iris asked him what “Ma” thought of 
their sharing a room while they stayed there. 


“T know you're only trying to wind me up,” he said in rather a 
lofty way, “but don't be quite so silly. I'm thirty-six years old.” 


This wasn't an answer but she didn't pursue it. Ivor, we knew, 
though he had never been explicit on the subject, was looking 
toward a secretaryship of state and with it a seat in the Cabinet. 
There was talk of it. One “quality” daily had gone so far as to 
suggest him as a suitable Home Secretary, young for the post but 
not perhaps too young. There appeared to be only one serious 
unlikelihood of this ever happening: the Conservatives had been in 
power for nearly fifteen years, a long time for any administration, 
and the electorate were beginning to think they might prefer the 
Labour Party. The Sun newspaper helped by taking every 
opportunity to slam the Tories, quite open about wanting to get rid 
of them. A general election, in the normal course of things, would 
still be more than three years off, but it could come soon if 
dissatisfaction with the Tories continued to grow. Ivor must have 
felt acutely the passing of time while his status remained 
unchanged. There was a lot of talk in the papers about women's 


biological clocks running down as, successful in their careers but 
unmarried and childless, they moved nearer the menopause. Ivor's 
was his political clock and it was ticking away toward his party's 
climacteric. 


In those days of sleaze, with one Tory after another finding him 
self in trouble, his name sullied by sexual misbehavior, perjury, or 
other offenses, Ivor retained his pure image. He was clean and 
manifestly seen to be clean. The only cloud on his horizon, and it 
was a very small wisp of a cloud, no bigger than a man's hand, was 
that he was living with a woman he wasn't married to. Of course 
times had changed. Very few people saw anything wrong in 
cohabitation. Ivor wasn't divorced, he had never been married, he 
had jilted no one, left no woman to bring up his child as a single 
mother. But he lived with a woman he wasn't married to. She was, 
apparently, a nice, good, and undeniably beautiful woman. It was 
true she had been divorced and all the newspapers knew who she'd 
been married to. But this was rather liked; it had a touch of glamour 
about it. There had even been a photograph in one paper of Juliet 
chatting to Aaron Hunter with Ivor standing beside her. No 
newspaper had ever revealed her association with Lloyd Freeman, 
but why should it be revealed? Lloyd's acting career had hardly 
been distinguished. No one had ever heard of him and certainly no 
one but Nicola Ross had ever connected him with Ivor. 


Their relationship was all perfectly proper by 1990s standards, 
but there were mutterings. Some ancient Tories in the Lords turned 
up their old noses and clicked their old tongues. In Morningford the 
old soldier who was Ivor's agent told him it would be a good idea 
for him to get married. 


“Before the election, you know, my boy. It would look well.” 


My mother-in-law passed this on to Iris. I don't know how she got 
hold of it, but she knew James Maynard, the ex-colonel, very well, 
so perhaps he told her himself. Louisa Tesham was keen for Ivor to 
marry and if it had to be Juliet, it had to be. Much as she liked 
Juliet, she would have preferred the Sloaney daughter of one of her 


Norfolk neighbors, someone whose grandparents Ivor's grandparents 
had known, but, she said, it wasn't up to her. 


“It sounds like heresy,” she said, “but sometimes I think there is a 
great deal to be said for these arranged marriages that go on in 
some parts of the world. After all, we are wiser than your 
generation, you know, just as you'll be wiser than Nadine's.” 


Ivor was beginning to see that remaining unmarried wasn't the 
wisest course he could take. He was well endowed with imagination 
and he could picture Juliet in a typical Tory's-wife wild silk dress 
and coat, her lovely face half shaded by a wide-brimmed hat, 
standing at his side while he presented awards or sitting two places 
from him on the top table at some Chamber of Commerce dinner. 
But he was no longer quite young. He knew quite a lot about life 
and he knew himself. Could he be content with one woman for the 
next, say, forty years? 


If he married and a long career at the top of the political tree lay 
ahead of him, he would have to remain with that woman and be 
faithful to her. Or be secretly unfaithful to her in a way that would 
take a lot of energy and planning. “Deceit” was not a word he 
mentioned. The Pimlico flat would become a reality or else too 
dangerous to consider. 


“Whenever I think about it,” he said, “I tell myself, you'll only 
fuck one woman for the rest of your life, and when I say that, Rob, I 
get cold feet. I get the shivers. I mean, Iris is my sister and I adore 
her, as you know, but I don't know how you manage.” 


I smiled and then gave my noiseless laugh, but said nothing. 
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H e has put away all her photographs except one. This is the one 
where she's windblown and laughing with Justin on the beach, 
which the newspapers used. The rest have disappeared. Once he'd 
gone to work I found them in Hebe's dressing table, in the drawer 
below the one where she'd kept the picture of Ivor Tesham and 
where I put her engagement ring, the gold bangle, the locket, and, 
of course, the pearls. They are all still in their frames. 


It's a sign that he is getting over her. At last. He's taken his time 
about it. Alone with me in this room in the evenings, he no longer 
talks about her. To my relief, I don't think I shall ever hear that 
misplaced praise again. He has begun going out in the evenings, and 
not exclusively to fund-raising functions, for he has left the job he 
took soon after Hebe's death, or “moved on,” as he puts it, and is 
now the chief executive, no less, of a charity dedicated to improving 
the lot of people suffering from something called Marfan syndrome. 
He's getting a lot more money, I'm sure, and why he doesn't move us 
all out of this dump to somewhere a bit more “leafy” and upmarket 
I don't know. 


He goes out alone, he says, maybe to the cinema, maybe to eat, 
but I think he takes one of the girls, Grania or Winsome Wendy. 
Lucy (surprise, surprise) has got married. Who would marry her I 
can't imagine, but you only have to look at some of the married 
women going shopping round here not to ask that question ever 
again. Once I would have been jealous of Gerry going out with 
women, but now I don't care at all. I was set on falling in love with 
him when I first came here but he killed my love, there's no doubt 
about that. He killed it with his coldness, his obsession with Hebe, 
and the way he took me for granted. Now he has started saying he 
will never marry again—well, he has said it once or twice— and I 


am glad of that, because although this job isn't what I had in mind 
when I first went to university, it's a job and with what he pays me 
and the quite high rent I get from Pandora, I don't do badly. I'm 
saving up for a new car. I don't want second-hand this time. 


I rather like all these evenings on my own. I can relax, which I 
can't do nearly as well when he is there commenting on TV 
programs and changing channels without asking me. Last night I 
saw Ivor Tesham in a program called The Question of the Hour along 
with Nicola Ross (whom I once saw crying real tears on the stage), a 
Labour MP, Lib Dem peer, and a film director. He was quite good, 
full of confidence, not a bit put out by the Labour man attacking 
him over schools and the poll tax and unemployment. Justin came 
down in the middle of it, which is something I don't encourage. He 
wanted his father. I don't know why, but he has just started school 
and is being difficult. 


“Daddy goes out quite a lot in the evenings now,” I said. “He can't 
stay in with you all the time. You'll have to get used to it.” 


I admit this wasn't doing Gerry any favors, but I resent the fact 
that after all I have done for him and after all Gerry hasn't done, 
Justin is still obsessed with his father and doesn't treat me as his 
new mother, as I hoped would happen. I don't know why not and 
going to this primary school hasn't improved matters. He cries when 
he gets there and cries when he sees me waiting for him at the 
school gates, but I can't tell him that's not logical behavior, because 
he doesn't understand. He doesn't even try to understand. 


I took him back to bed, telling him it was no good sitting up for 
Gerry as he wouldn't be home for hours. He wasn't. In fact, I had 
gone to bed, though I was still awake, lying there in the dark. When 
I checked the time I saw it was after two. Where can you go in West 
Hendon till two o'clock in the morning? It beats me. When I used to 
tell him I was out with Callum I could never think of a place we 
might have been. 


Ivor Tesham has moved house. There was nothing about this in 
the papers—of course there wasn't, it's hardly news—but I saw 


about it in one of those color supplements, the property section. It's 
a beautiful house, somewhere in Westminster, the kind of place only 
the very rich can afford, and it makes me wonder where he gets his 
money from. His father died a few months ago, I saw the death 
notice, and a bit about him leaving a son and a daughter, Ivor and 
Iris, so I expect Ivor got the lion's share of the money. In the 
magazine photograph he's standing in front of the house on the 
steps leading up to the front door and Carmen is with him in a black 
suit that's a wee bit too tight for her and on her feet she's got what 
Hebe once told me were called “fuck me” shoes. That's the sort of 
thing he'd like. It's all of a piece with the mask and the dog collar 
and the sex toys. 


The picture I cut out and gummed into the scrapbook. I wonder 
why I keep it and why I keep on adding to it. I suppose I think it 
will come in useful one day. Mummy once said to me that keeping a 
scrapbook is a sign of mental disturbance in an adult. 


Aut tHe tie I've been in Irving Road I haven't had a holiday. I could 
have—I will say for Gerry that he's not a slave driver—but I didn't 
know where to go, let alone who to go with. When I worked at the 
library I had a few people who could just about be called friends 
and one of them would probably have come with me, but once I left 
they drifted away. The truth is that none of them bothered to keep 
up with me. No doubt they have found more amusing company. 
Well, if it isn't a holiday, the time has come when I have had to take 
two weeks off. Mummy is ill—well, not really ill. She's had a 
hysterectomy and she had to have someone with her when she came 
out of hospital. Gerry didn't make a murmur. He said that now 
Justin was at school the two of them would be fine. One of the girls, 
Grania or Wendy, would be happy to come in. He is such an 
ungracious man, he seemed glad to see the back of me. 

I got to my mother's house a day ahead of her discharge and I 
must say I quite enjoyed my day and night alone there. It was quite 
different without her, quiet and restful. While she was always 


bustling about and handing out gratuitous advice, I had never much 
liked the place, but appreciating my solitude in the kind of 
attractive surroundings I am not used to, I started thinking how 
happy I could be there if she never came home. If it was mine, if I 
had inherited it. But of course she did come home. I fetched her 
next morning. 


She made the most appalling fuss about herself. A very nice and 
highly efficient nurse had assured me she wouldn't be in any pain, 
just very tired. I mustn't let her lift anything heavy. Well, there was 
no problem with that. Mummy didn't try to lift anything, barely 
even a teacup. She sat down all day with her feet up and 
complained that she had backache and a headache and said she felt 
as if all her insides had been scooped out, her words, not mine. All 
my pleasure in being in that house was destroyed and I actually 
began to look forward to the return to Irving Road. 


I had left Gerry her phone number but he didn't call, not once. I 
was determined not to bicker with Mummy and I kept to that, just 
smiling and saying nothing when she began saying pro vocative 
things, but after I'd been there ten days, exercising an iron control, I 
could stand it no longer, I shouted back and we had a terrible row. 


It started with her asking about my job and she prefaced that by 
saying she hadn't mentioned it before, she thought it would be more 
tactful to wait a few days, but she couldn't restrain herself any 
longer. She was worried about me. If I really wanted to be a nanny, 
wouldn't it be best to do a proper training course? There was 
something called a Norland nanny. Did that mean you went to a 
place called Norland? If they charged she would pay. I was furious. 
Wasn't I old enough to make my own decisions in life? If she wanted 
to spend money on me she could give me a lump sum out of what 
my father had left. 

“After three years at a good university,” she said, “you shouldn't 
be in a position to have to ask for money from an elderly woman 
who has barely enough to live on.” 


I can't stand that kind of irrational argument. She had barely 
enough to live on but she had got eighty thousand pounds for that 
flat in Spain and said she could afford to pay nanny-training fees for 
me. I reminded her that I had given up my holiday to come and look 
after her. She said she hadn't asked me, only told me about her 
hysterectomy; her friend next door would have been happy to come 
in twice a day. This developed into a slanging match; she was 
totally unreasonable, and it ended with my saying I was leaving. I 
had been there ten days anyway. Doing my best to behave in a 
civilized manner, I went next door and told the neighbor (an 
enormously fat woman with a perpetual grin) that I was going next 
day and would she be kind enough to look in and attend to 
Mummy's wants. 


No one was there to answer the phone when I called Gerry. I left a 
message to say I would be back next morning. At four in the 
afternoon the house was empty. One of the girls or Gerry's mother 
would have fetched Justin from school. Or so I thought. It was half 
past seven when they came home, long past Justin's bedtime, or 
what his bedtime would be if I had any say in the matter. I had 
shopped on the way home, which was just as well, as there was 
almost no food in the place, so I was able to manage a meal for both 
of them. 


Before they came I had been all over the house, fearing I would 
find a mess, Gerry being hopeless at housework and even at basic 
tidying up. But everywhere was quite neat and clean. Bathrooms are 
always a giveaway but our sink had been wiped over after the last 
person washed his hands in it and the bath had been rinsed. The 
towels didn't look too dirty, the way they were when I first came 
and Grania (or Lucy or Wendy) had been in charge. I went into 
Gerry's bedroom and was very surprised to see the bed had been 
made. Men seldom make beds. They don't see the point, unless some 
woman is there to nag them into it. 


I opened the drawer where Hebe's remaining jewelry was. I was 
almost sure that when I last looked in there—I often did so to check 
on the pearls—the locket, engagement ring, and bangle had been in 
their silver-colored cardboard box on top and the old perfume box 
with the pearls in it underneath. “Almost.” I couldn't be absolutely 
sure and what if it was? Gerry had been giving that stuff the 
onceover. It was his, he had that right. Maybe he'd sat up here in 
the evenings, mooning over the woman who had worn it. 


His clothes seemed more tidily arranged than they used to be. But 
that was nearly three years ago and he might have pulled himself 
together. My room was just as I had left it, neat and tidy, of course, 
though covered in dust. Well, I don't expect miracles and for Gerry 
to have dusted the place would have been a miracle. Justin's was the 
last room I went into. I was beginning to doubt that sensation I had 
had on coming into the house that someone else, and not one of the 
girls, had been in there in my absence. I had to rethink that once 
again. Justin's room was as neat as when I left it. I always made him 
tidy up everything before he went to bed, but he made a 
tremendous fuss about it and time after time Gerry countermanded 
my orders and told him he could leave it. Neither of them had done 
this, I was sure of it. And Justin had a new toy. It was a model of a 
farm with cows and sheep and pigs, a couple of carthorses, about a 
hundred chickens, a duck pond, and a haystack. A farm, I may add, 
the like of which no one had seen for half a century. The farmer 
with his pitchfork and his wife with her milking pail looked like an 
Amish couple. Still, I suppose he liked it. Someone, probably his 
grandmother or one of the girls, must have given it to him—no, 
someone who didn't know him very well if they thought they were 
consoling him for my absence. 


Though the relative positions of the silver box and the pearls box 
made me speculate a bit, I wasn't much troubled. I had wished for a 
minute or two that I had laid a hair on top of the pearls box as then 
I'd have been able to be sure it had been moved. But I hadn't and it 
hardly seemed to matter. I made pasta for our supper, with salad 
and some good whole-grain bread. Justin turned his nose up at this 


last, as he always does, and said he liked white sliced bread like 
they had had somewhere or other. I thought they must have been 
eating out quite a lot and that was all I did think then. 


Gerry was very nice to me, nicer than he'd been for months, years 
probably. He asked about Mummy and said I must take time off 
whenever I liked to go and see her. Stay over a couple of nights if 
necessary. I said it was only in Ongar, no more than twenty-five 
miles away. I can't say either of them seemed to have missed me. 
We settled down to our usual evening television viewing, though I 
insisted on Justin going to bed first as it was already nearly half past 
eight. Gerry's niceness went on and on. He actually asked me if I 
had a preference as to which program we watched. 


I dusted my room before going to bed and shook the duster out of 
the window like Mummy used to do when I was little. 


Tuis next sir I am writing two days later. I am doing it because I don't 
know what else to do, because I am still in a state of shock. It's 
Saturday and Gerry took Justin out to buy him a pair of shoes. Their 
feet grow so fast at his age that they go through three pairs a year. 
They would have their tea out somewhere, he said, and wouldn't be 
back till late. 


“Not after seven, I hope,” I said. “He was late last night and he 
shouldn't get into bad habits.” 


It wasn't a nice day. Intermittent rain had been falling since 
midday. I decided not to go out, though really I should have gone to 
the library as I'd nothing to read. Instead I looked through Gerry's 
meager collection of books, two shelves of them, that's all. Hebe, of 
course, read at most a couple of trashy novels a year and Gerry 
devotes all his time to the television, an absurd amount of time for 
an educated man. However, I found Charlotte Bronte's Villette—an 
O-level set book for one of them, I imagine—which I soon 
discovered was a depressing book if ever there was one. I am under 
no illusions about my condition and position in this world and I 
couldn't help seeing the parallels in Villette and my own case. The 


heroine might have been modeled on me if I had been alive at the 
time. Lucy Snowe, c'est moi. But Bronté makes the woman's neglect 
and loneliness a bit strong even for me, so I gave up and tidied the 
kitchen cupboards instead. 


They came in at twenty to eight and they weren't alone. Pandora 
was with them and Justin was holding her hand. That was the first 
time I had seen her since she brought my TV set but I didn't guess, I 
suspected nothing, though there was no sign of the new shoes. She 
took off her jacket, looked in the mirror in the hallway, smiled 
radiantly at me. I thought they had met her by chance somewhere 
and she had come back with them to talk about the flat, about 
something being wrong with the flat. Better talk about it face-to-face 
than on the phone. I nearly asked her. 


“T'll have to get Justin straight to bed,” I said. 


“Not for a moment, Jane,” Gerry said. In an unexpected departure 
from the norm he had poured glasses of wine, which he was 
handing to us. 


I sat down. “Apart from our parents, Jane, we want you to be the 
first to congratulate us. Pandora and I are engaged. We're going to 
get married in November.” 


19 


fter Gerry made that announcement I struck out with my right 

hand—I don't know why, perhaps to push him away—and I 
knocked over the glass of wine. The glass broke and the wine went 
everywhere. I shut my eyes, turned away, and ran to the stairs, ran 
up the stairs. In my room I threw myself down on the bed, hearing 
his words like a hammer beating against the inside of my head. 


“Pandora and I are engaged. We're getting married in November.” 


How long had it been going on? Since she brought my TV set 
here, it must have been, since she walked in here and insinuated 
herself by being nice to Justin. The way to a father's heart. And it 
was my own fault. I felt that from the start as I lay on my bed. It 
was my own fault and typical of my luck. In trying to be kind, to be 
thoughtful, I had offered Gerry Furnal my TV to replace his broken 
set. I might as well have told him I had found him a wife and I 
might as well have invited her to seduce him. 


She came upstairs after me. I had known she would—but no, I 
hadn't known it, I had still expected more consideration, more tact. 
We go on hoping to find the best in people, however jaundiced we 
are. She came up and knocked at the door. I said, “Go away,” but 
she didn't. She came in, her face all false concern and fake 
sympathy. 

“I'm sorry you're so upset, Jane,” she said. “There's no need. We 
want you to stay. We shall need you if I go on working, as I mean 
to.” 


I said to her to get out. 


“Gerry shouldn't have told you like that,” she said. “It must have 
been a shock. But you'll see how little difference it will make. I 
know there's not much room in this house but we shall buy a bigger 


house and we'll see if we can give you your own living room. Jane, 
we can be friends.” 


That was when I struck out at her. I jumped up and hit her with 
my fists. She tried to seize hold of my wrists but gave up with a cry 
when I clawed at her face with my nails. He came up then, because 
she was screaming, and he took hold of me and said he would get 
the police. Of course he didn't, he wouldn't want the neighbors 
seeing something like that. I struck him hard across the face and 
then I stopped. I don't know why but the fight went out of me and I 
lay on my bed, sobbing. Even then they didn't leave me. There was 
barely room for them in the room, but they stayed, she sitting on 
the end of my bed and he in the one chair, and they talked all 
forgivingly and sweetly about how they knew I hadn't meant to 
attack them. I was ill, they knew I was. 


? 


“You need counseling, Jane,” she said, “and we're going to see 
you get it. We owe you that.” Isn't it amazing the way a man and 
woman only have to know each other for five minutes before they're 
talking about “we”? 


“There was never any intention on my part,” Gerry said in his 
pompous way, “of asking you to leave.” He put his hand up to his 
cheek, where I had hit him. It was bright red. “We'll forget all this,” 
he said. “It'll be as if it had never happened. Now do stop crying.” 


“T'll go down and make you a cup of tea,” she said. 


I said that if she did I would throw it at her. That sent them away, 
but the house was so small and the walls so thin I could hear them 
conferring in the room next door. I could hear him saying to leave 
me alone, I would be better in the morning, and her saying she 
would stay with him, she wouldn't leave him alone to “cope with it 
all.” I knew then that it was she who had been in the house in my 
absence in Ongar, she who had given Justin the farm and had 
moved the jewelry boxes. I shouted something but they didn't hear 
me or pretended they didn't. She must have looked at the pearls and 
planned on wearing them when she is installed here. 


The strange thing was that I slept after that. Those two had worn 
me out. I lay there, thinking I would have to get up and go to the 
bathroom, I would have to do it without them seeing me go across 
the landing, but the next thing I knew it was deep darkness, the 
street lamp that always lit this miserable cell of mine had gone out, 
and when I looked at my digital clock I saw it was four in the 
morning. Fully clothed still, I crept out to the bathroom. He had left 
his bedroom door open. My eyes getting used to the dark, I could 
see the two of them in his bed, Hebe's bed, his head on one of the 
pillows, hers on his shoulder. I didn't expect to sleep but I did and 
didn't wake again until eight. 


“T pont THINK you need counseling,” he said to me next day when I told 
him I'd rather die than stay there. “You need a psychiatrist.” 


I quote that to show the kind of insults they leveled at me. She 
told me in her patronizing way that she knew our agreement said 
she would have to carry on paying me rent for my flat. That was all 
right, she'd be happy to do that. I could see the scratches on her face 
I had made with my nails. I wonder how she explained them to 
other people. If you want to get another nanny's job, he said, I'll 
give you a good reference. After telling me I needed psychiatric 
help? I laughed at him. He went on as if I hadn't laughed and said 
they would forget all about last night. “Why not stay till our 
wedding?” he said. 


I didn't reply to any of this. The previous evening I had tried 
answering, I had seen where that got me, and now I could see the 
only thing was to be silent. Send the two of them to Coventry. I 
looked at them in what I hope was dignified silence and shook my 
head ever so slightly. I couldn't quite bring myself to treat Justin the 
same way. He was an innocent child—well, he was a child. But he 
needed some explanation of the noise and fuss those two had made 
the previous night. 


“I shan't be seeing you anymore, Justin,” I said. “Daddy and 
Pandora have been very unkind to me so I have to go. Do you 
understand?” 


He stared at me in that disconcerting way he has. “I don't know,” 
he said. 


That day she fetched all her stuff from my flat and I put mine into 
my car. We didn't speak. In silence she put the envelope with a 
check for my rent in it into my hand. He had gone to work without 
giving me the promised reference. There was no way I would dream 
of working as anyone else's nanny ever again but he wasn't to know 
that. He forgot; he didn't bother. She had unpacked her car and I 
had packed mine and I was putting the front door key he'd given me 
two and a half years before on the hall table, when she broke her 
silence. 


“Jane,” she said, “you need help, you really do.” 


Could anything be more insulting? I didn't answer her. I got into 
my car and drove away, back to Kilburn. As soon as I was inside I 
went all round the place, looking for damage she might have done 
to it. And sure enough (as Mummy says) there was a burn mark 
from a hot dish on the draining board, a chip out of one of the 
bathroom tiles, and one of the window blinds was badly torn. I 
didn't hesitate. I took my writing materials out of the drawer below 
the one where I had kept the pearls and wrote Pandora a formal 
letter, citing the damage and telling her that, in view of it, I 
wouldn't be returning the deposit she had paid me. 


I was in the middle of doing this when Stu, the window cleaner, 
let himself in. No warning, of course. He didn't even ring the bell. 
He told me I had turned up like a bad penny and that the woman 
who had just left was a “smashing-looking bird.” The first thing I 
had meant to do when I had finished the letter was check that 
Hebe's things in the case at the bottom of the cupboard were all 
right, but I had to postpone that for an hour until Stu had gone. I 
unlocked the case, lifted out the blue woolly dressing gown and 
found everything underneath just as I had packed it. I will say for 


Pandora that the flat was quite clean and tidy too. Apparently, if she 
is nothing else, she is quite houseproud. 


Hep 1 pont need but I do sometimes wonder what I have done to 
deserve all this. Things were really going quite well for me (as well 
as they ever get, that is). I was getting on all right with Gerry and 
Justin, I was saving money, I was planning on replacing my car. 
Then came this bombshell to shatter everything. I just wish I knew 
why. I had some money in the bank, more than two thousand 
pounds, plus I had got her check and no deposit to return, but no 
more than that. Three-quarters of the rent she had paid me had 
gone on my mortgage. When I'd used up what money I'd got, how 
was I going to pay the building society? 

I would have to get a job, of course I would, and soon. Not a 
nanny's job—I meant what I had said, never never again. That 
meant another library, didn't it? The one I'd worked in, the Library 
of British History, had closed, had disappeared altogether. You can 
look down lists of appointments every day for weeks before you will 
see one for a librarian. I had to tell Mummy and she was full of 
helpful suggestions. Shops and cafés in Ongar High Street were 
always advertising for staff, she said, having forgotten the comments 
she'd made on the kind of job someone with a degree merited. When 
I told her I hadn't yet descended to working in a shop, she suggested 
doing a teacher training course. If I couldn't get a grant she would 
pay. 

“T hate children,” I said, and that was the end of that. 


I went to the Job Centre. It was the most humiliating thing I had 
ever done but I went there. They weren't very interested when I told 
them I had left my last job of my own accord. But they put me on 
their list, telling me I was overqualified for most of the work I was 
likely to get. I went home and got down to answering 
advertisements for PAs and secretaries. Twenty letters I wrote that 
first week and thirty the next. Out of all that lot I got an interview 
for one job. It was receptionist/secretary to three solicitors working 


in partnership. I didn't like the look of the place, a converted shop 
next door to one selling old clothes. The interview was for twelve 
noon. They kept me waiting ten minutes and when I said I hadn't 
any computer skills the woman who was interviewing me looked 
down her nose. There was nothing about computing skills in your 
ad, I said, and she said it was taken for granted, it shouldn't need to 
be stated. 


I had been back in my flat for six weeks and I'd applied for getting 
on for a hundred jobs when, looking through what the classifieds in 
the Standard had to offer, I came upon, under Marriages, the 
announcement of Gerry Furnal's to Pandora Anne Flint. I'd heard the 
phrase “reopening old wounds” but I had never really felt it applied 
to myself till then. I felt those wounds opening on my arms and legs 
and Gerry Furnal rubbing salt into them. Had he ever thought for 
one moment what he was doing to me, forcing me to leave, driving 
me to give up my job? I had sacrificed everything for him, 
abandoned an intellectual post in a distinguished library, looked after 
his child, cooked his meals and done his housework, not to mention 
removing the disgusting perverted clothes his precious wife had 
worn to titillate her lover. And had I breathed a word to him about 
the stuff I had found? Had I told him what she was really like? No, I 
had not. Had I mentioned her lover or even hinted she had one? 
Again, no, no, I had not. Rather, I had listened to him going on and 
on about how wonderful she was, how good, what a marvelous 
mother, and handed out so much sympathy that it made me sick to 
think of it. 


What a hypocrite he is. The moaning about Hebe I had to listen to 
went on evening after evening for months, how he could never think 
of another woman, but three years later—a mere three years later— 
he had taken up with my tenant. How shallow must he be to have 
fallen for a woman who looks superficially, for that's all it is, like his 
late wife? I wondered what Hebe would think of him if she knew. 
Maybe she does know. There may be an afterlife—who am I to say? 
Gerry used to tell Justin she was in heaven, watching over him from 
up in the sky. Perhaps she is watching us all—Gerry Furnal, poor 


little Justin, me, and even her lover, Ivor Tesham—and drawing her 
own conclusions. 


Life is unfair. That's the first thing I ever remember Mummy 
saying to me. I must have been about four. “Life is unfair, Jane,” she 
said. “You have to get used to that.” I think of it now when I 
contrast the lives of Ivor Tesham and me. I don't suppose for a 
moment he knows what it is to apply for job after job and get either 
one of two possible results: no reply at all or a reply saying the 
position has been filled. Of course he hasn't. Rich, powerful relatives 
got him jobs. Influential people gave him a helping hand into 
Parliament. Private incomes came along so that when bribery and 
corruption were the only possible ways for him to get advancement, 
he had the means to bribe and to corrupt. I always read the Births, 
Marriages, and Deaths in the paper. That's how I knew about Gerry 
Furnal's marriage. That's how I knew Ivor Tesham's father had died: 
John Hamilton Tesham, suddenly at home, beloved husband of Louisa 
and dear father of Ivor and Iris ... I suppose he left his son a fortune. 
No one has ever left me anything. My mother's house in Ongar must 
be worth half a million. What's the betting, when she dies, someone 
will get planning permission to build an estate on her doorstep and 
halve the selling price? 


I am sitting down now in my bedsitter—for Stu was right, what 
else is it?—looking through the scrapbook. I've gone right back to 
the beginning and the newspaper cuttings of the accident in which 
Hebe died. There are four of them, the same scene of carnage and 
destruction shot from different angles. I can see torn and twisted 
metal, ripped tires, shattered glass and glass splinters and great 
shards of glass, but no bodies or body parts, no spatterings or 
splashes or lakes of blood. The only thing to give any sign that 
human beings were in that car, that human beings died in that car, 
is part of a coat or jacket draped over the back of a ruined seat. Had 
they taken the bodies away by the time those pictures were taken? 
Had they cut the driver out of the wreckage and removed him, 
broken and bleeding, to some emergency room? I don't know and I 
don't suppose anyone can tell me. 


I've written my own captions to these photographs. One of them 
says: The remains of the black Mercedes driven by Dermot Lynch, of 
Paddington, west London. I had forgotten his name. No wonder, 
really, after all I have been through. I have had other things to think 
about, to say the least. Now, though, I have nothing to think about 
except getting a job, getting money, to stay alive. No, that's an 
exaggeration. I shan't die. All that will happen to me is that I shall 
give up this place, the building society will foreclose, and I'll go and 
live with my mother. It's not an exaggeration to say that would be a 
fate worse than death. 


If I dwell too much on that I won't have the strength and the 
energy to write any more job applications. I won't make it to the 
interview I've got tomorrow, receptionist in the front office of a firm 
making breeze blocks in Craven Park, wherever that is. So I turn the 
pages of the scrapbook, past the photograph the Daily Express used 
of the gun they found in the car, until I come to the first photo of 
Ivor Tesham. Of course there is nothing, there never was anything, 
to connect him with the crash. 


I wonder what has happened to Dermot Lynch of Paddington, 
west London. He was very seriously injured. Perhaps he died. I find 
the west London phone book, the residential section. Paddington is 
W2. There are a great many Lynches, a lot of them with the initial 
D., but none in W2. In fact, among all the Lynches, only one is in 
W2 and that is a P. H. Lynch at 23 William Cross Court, Rowley 
Place. P. H. could be his wife or his father or brother. 


I would like to know if Dermot Lynch is still alive. 
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| (ee get the job with the breeze-block manufacturers. On my 
way back from Craven Park the car broke down. I was stuck in 
the Harrow Road, unable to get the car to start and very much 
aware, once again, that this was only going to be a problem because 
it was going to cost me. For one thing, I had let my membership of 
the RAC lapse and for another I had given up using my mobile 
phone. I'd only had it to use in the car and practically the only time 
I needed it ... Well, I had to leave the car where it was and walk to 
a garage half a mile away that a local shopkeeper said might help 
me. They did. They agreed to tow the car, look it over and assess 
what needed doing, but when I got back to it in their truck, I had 
got a parking ticket. 


Getting home by public transport would have taken hours. The 
only bus available was a number 18, which went nowhere near 
where I wanted to be. I got a taxi, though I couldn't afford it. The 
driver took me along the Harrow Road into Warwick Avenue and, 
because the road ahead was up, turned into Rowley Place. And 
there, on the right-hand side, a little way along, was William Cross 
Court. Was this a piece of luck? If it was, it was the first I'd had for 
years. Luck doesn't come my way, so I suspect it when it does. I 
can't help wondering if maybe it isn't luck at all or if it has a sting in 
the tail. 


What was the use of it, after all? I already knew a Lynch lived in 
William Cross Court if he lived anywhere. I could have found the 
place for myself without the intervention of an expensive taxi and a 
taxi driver. He turned into a road called Park Place Villas and up 
Maida Avenue to the Edgware Road. Of course he was going the 
longest and therefore most expensive way possible. 


My car is going to cost eight hundred pounds to put right, new 
crankshaft, new fan, four new tires, a lot of new parts for the engine 
and, of course, a new battery. And even then, the man says, it won't 
be as good as new. Frankly, he says, it should go to the scrap heap. 
I've started asking myself if I need a car, if it wouldn't be better to 
leave it where it is and ask Mr. Know-all to dispose of it. 


By bus and on foot I have called at six employment agencies and 
while I wait for something to come from them— from one of them— 
I scan the Situations Vacant in the newspapers. I stare at most of 
them in bewilderment. I don't know what they are. What is a people 
coordinator? What's a regeneration officer, an economic policy 
manager, a democratic services team leader? It's no good applying 
for them if I don't even know what the job description means. 


I have to be more positive. I have to think of my advantages, such 
as they are: my good English degree, my library experience, my two 
and a half years as a child's nanny. Surely that ought to help me get 
something in the health sector or, preferably, something in the 
health books sector, if there is such a thing. I start writing an 
application to a London authority—I can't go to Lancashire or 
Glasgow—for a job as a child care and family support officer, when 
the typewriter ribbon comes unraveled. It's worn out anyway. When 
Hebe saw it she said I must be the last person in London still using a 
typewriter and didn't believe me when I said I couldn't afford a 
computer. I suppose I can get a new ribbon tomorrow—if you can 
still buy them. 


I wouldn't have got the job anyway, I expect they want a social 
worker. The other letters I write by hand, one for a reviewing officer 
to a campaign called Child Alert and the other for a junior health 
economist, a post that trains you “to allow career progression 
toward a health economist position.” I won't get it. I know that. I 
won't be junior enough. 


Mummy phones. She hasn't heard from me for two weeks, she 
says. Is something wrong? 


“T don't know what put it into my head, Jane, but I got the idea 
you and Callum had parted. He hasn't left you, has he?” 


Not “you haven't left him,” I noted. I tell her Callum is dead. He 
died in a car crash when his car collided with a forty-ton lorry on 
the M1. I don't know why I do that, unless I was thinking of the 
crash in which Hebe died. It just comes into my head to put an end 
to him. Kill him, the way writers kill off characters they have 
invented. 


She gives a gasp and a little scream. There is no doubt she 
believes me. “You poor darling,” she says. “I'm so terribly sorry. Tell 
me what happened.” 


I say I would rather not talk about it. I tell her about the car and 
the typewriter. You have to have a car, she says. How are you going 
to get here without a car? That kind of selfishness almost makes me 
smile, it's so transparent. Never mind my needs, my feelings. All that 
matters is that I should be able to come to her. Sometimes she 
reminds me of Hebe and Justin, just as they reminded me of her. 


“Oh, I can walk half a mile to Kilburn Park station,” I say, “take 
the Bakerloo Line to Oxford Circus, half an hour at least for a 
Central Line train going to Epping, and then spend a fortune on a 
taxi to Ongar. Easy, no problem.” 


“There's no need to be sarcastic,” she says. 


I say that there is, there is need, sarcasm is my last resort, and she 
says she will pay for the repairs to the car. Meanwhile she will pay 
for me to rent a car. I ask her why she's doing all this. Has she 
turned over a new leaf? That makes her start crying. She has done 
her best for me always, she says between sobs, and now all she is 
asking is that I should let her pay for a rented car that will bring me 
to her. I'm tempted to put the receiver down but I don't. I realize 
something. I realize that she is all I've got, she is all I have got left. 
She's my only friend. I've no job, no money, no prospects. I soon 
won't have a home. Callum doesn't exist and never did, and my only 
friend is my mother. Of course I will let her pay for the repairs and 
the rental of a car. I've no choice. 


“I'm sorry, Mummy,” I say, my teeth gritted, and then I spin a 
long story about my last meeting with Callum, how dreadful it was 
getting the news of his death and how I feel I shall never recover 
from it. This was quite enjoyable and made me think I must do 
something like it more often. I could live in that fantasy world and 
invent a whole new personality and lifestyle and experience for 
myself, escape from the real dreary me. I could become a different 
person. I agree to go down and see Mummy at the weekend—not 
that weekends have any significance for me—and I shall stay a few 
days. Her voice sounds full of tears. Well, too bad. 


I went ro Ongar and stayed longer than I meant to, but it was quite 
pleasant to have someone to look after me for a change, instead of 
me looking after them, and while I was there I did my best to put 
my worries out of my mind. Mummy said she'd pay my mortgage for 
me until I got a job, that is she'd pay it for six months. I'd surely find 
something in that time. It all goes to show she must have far more 
money than she lets on. 


She kept talking about Callum, saying I must be in mourning for 
him. We had been together so long he was practically my husband. 
She likes going on in this way and I am sure she tells her friends 
about it. They are mostly widows, and now as a sort of semi-widow 
I am of their company. When I start thinking Callum really existed, I 
shall know I am going mad. Mummy used to say, and probably still 
does say, that one of the things that distinguishes the mad from the 
sane is that mad people don't know they are insane. But I read 
somewhere lately that schizophrenics have flashes of insight into 
their condition as it is taking a hold on them. I wonder if that is 
what is happening to me. I wonder why seeing the madness of 
inventing Callum and then killing him didn't stop me doing it, why I 
didn't say to Mummy that it was all nonsense. The answer must be 
because I am no longer quite sane and if things go on being bad for 
me I shall sink further into madness. 


Tuat was Gloomy enough, even by my standards. Back here, three letters 
were waiting for me, two turning me down for the people 
coordinator and team leader jobs, no surprise there, and one from, 
of all people, Pandora Furnal, as I suppose I must now call her. As 
she calls herself. It was only two days old. 


I expected more abuse but there wasn't any and nothing about 
wanting her deposit back. But that, I was sure, was because she was 
holding her fire. She wanted something, but she took the whole side 
of the page and half the other side before she got there. I may as 
well set down her letter in full. 


35 Fortune Vale 
London NW 11 


Dear Jane 


It is a long time since I have been in touch. As you can see from the address on this 
letter, we have moved. We are now living in Golders Green, an area I like because 
it is quite near to Hampstead Heath. I much prefer the school Justin goes to over 
the one in Hendon. Our house has four bedrooms, which is essential as, guess 
what, I am expecting a baby. It is due in August and, as you can imagine, we are 


both very excited about it. Gerry is over the moon. He is such a marvelous father. 


I enclose a cutting from a newspaper I found in your room when we moved. I 
know it must be yours as your writing is on the back. It had fallen down the side of 
the bed. I don't know if it is important but I thought it best to send it to you. I am 


sorry it has taken so long but we have been up to our eyes in it with the move. 


There is something else I want to run past you. Nothing personal or relating to 
what happened before you left. This simply concerns Gerry and me. Could we meet 
up some time? I could come to your place or we could liaise somewhere. I would 


really appreciate it. 


With best wishes, 
Pandora (Furnal) 


As if I'm likely to know a dozen Pandoras. So she is pregnant. She 
didn't waste any time. A four-bedroomed house, indeed. He must be 
doing well. (These were some of my thoughts at the time. I soon left 


them behind to concentrate on what she was sending me and what 
she was asking.) “Run past” me, indeed; “liaise.” 


The cutting she enclosed was the picture of Ivor Tesham still in its 
plastic folder I had found in that drawer in Hebe's bedroom that I 
must have left somewhere in the house. As a matter of fact, I'd 
forgotten all about it. No wonder after the way they had treated me. 
I had a closer look at it than I ever had before. He was standing by a 
microphone, punching the air. A newspaper had used it when he 
was standing for Morningford in the by-election of 1988. I had 
never even turned it over but I did now and there along the top 
margin, not in my handwriting but in Hebe's, were the words, Must 
ask him for a real photo next time. 


My instinct was not to answer the letter or else write and tell her 
what I thought of her. The new typewriter ribbon works all right, 
though I don't suppose it'll be long before the machine lets me down 
again. But to reply or not to reply? I was curious. I wanted to know 
what she could “run past” me. Something to do with Hebe's writing 
on the back of that picture? But she thought it was my writing. If 
Gerry had seen it and seen the writing, he would know whose 
writing it was. If he had, it was clear he hadn't told her and clear 
too that he didn't know about this letter. No, she thought the 
writing was mine and the picture had belonged to me. She had said 
it was nothing personal and nothing to do with their throwing me 
out. Should I phone? I couldn't. She gave no phone number and they 
wouldn't yet be in the book. I wrote instead, fixing a date and asking 
her to tea. The day I chose was May 14, just before the fourth 
anniversary of Hebe's death. It had to be tea and not a drink; it had 
to be when Gerry and Justin weren't home. I sensed Gerry knew 
nothing about this meeting and I was right. 


She had three months to go but she was huge. I think women 
should wear loose clothes when they're pregnant, but Pandora's 
blouse or tunic or whatever it's called fitted tightly over that great 
mound. You could see her navel protruding. I provided tea and 
biscuits. She ate them voraciously. 


“T'm always hungry,” she said. “I'm eating for two.” 


I smiled politely. 


“T hope I haven't made you take a day off work,” she said. “I 
thought you might have insisted on the weekend and that would 
have been a bit awkward.” 


I know myself. I'm not proud. “I have no work,” I said. “I don't 
have a job. I haven't had one since your husband got rid of me. If it 
wasn't for my mother helping me I'd be homeless.” 


“Oh dear,” she said, embarrassed. “I'm sure you'll get a job soon. 
You're so clever.” 


I let the silence prolong itself. Then I said, “What did you want to 
see me about?” 


“Well,” she said, relaxing a bit, “it's rather strange. When we were 
moving I went around the house, checking on what stuff we'd keep 
and stuff we'd throw out, and—well, in our bedroom I found 
something rather weird.” 


Something I'd missed, I thought. It wasn't only Tesham's picture 
I'd left behind. A sequined mask, maybe, or a black lace corset. But 
no. 


“There was a string of pearls in a box. I'd seen them before when I 
was tidying the place up but I hadn't taken much notice of them. I 
took notice of them this time. Gerry had told me they were there, 
but he'd said they were Hebe's and they came from Woolworths or 
Marks or somewhere, she'd bought them herself. But, Jane, she can't 
have. They can't have come from a chain store. They're enormously 
valuable.” 


I nearly laughed. But I didn't. I asked her how she would know. 
“T used to work for a company that marketed pearls.” 
“T thought you were in PR,” I said. 


“T was. I was with this pearl firm awhile ago, when I was in my 
early twenties. I was never a grader, never any sort of expert, but I 
do know. I know a string that comes from Marks from one from 
Bond Street. These pearls are large and perfect. Most people don't 


know it, but large pearls are worth more than small ones. It could 
be worth six or seven thousand pounds. Don't you think it's odd?” 


I used, with some relish, the clichéd phrase from a hundred bad 
books and plays: “I expect there's a perfectly simple explanation.” 


“There can't be. Hebe couldn't have bought them. She hadn't any 
money. She never even worked. Someone must have given them to 
her.” 


“What does Gerry say?” 
“He doesn't know. I haven't told him.” 
I asked her why not. 


“Isn't it obvious? He—well, he cherishes her memory. I don't mind 
that. I understand how he worshipped her. It means he's a good 
husband, doesn't it? Someone gave her those pearls and—well, come 
on, he didn't give them to her because he'd admired her from afar.” 


“T don't know,” I said, and I asked her what she was going to do. 


“Perhaps nothing. Can I tell him and destroy his illusions? And 
yet—look, Jane, we could do with the money. It was very expensive, 
moving. And we've got this baby coming. We could sell those pearls 
for six thousand, maybe more. It frightens me sometimes to think 
we've got them in the house.” 


She went on like this for a long time, torn between keeping her 
precious Gerry in ignorance, to preserve his unsullied love, and 
longing for the money. She wanted to know if I had known about it. 


“You were a close friend of Hebe's,” she said. “Didn't she tell you 
she'd a lover? Didn't she say anything about the pearls?” 


I said that what Hebe had confided in me was a sacred trust. 
Pandora liked that. It's the sort of high-flown stuff she indulges in 
herself. But it made her more suspicious, as I knew it would. As she 
was leaving, I said, “Oh, by the way, that photo you sent, it's not 
mine. The writing on the back is Hebe's.” 


“Hebe's? Are you sure?” 
I looked sad, said, “She was my best friend, Pandora.” 


“T don't like to ask, but do you know who the man is?” 


Shaking my head, I said, “That's easily found. The paper looks like 
The Times to me.” 


She left after that, still uncertain what to do. I think her love of 
money will overcome her scruples eventually. And it won't only be 
her love of money. Whatever she says, she'd prefer Gerry to be 
disillusioned about Hebe, she'd rather his memories of his first wife 
were spoiled, because then he'd be bound to love her more. 


Ir1Loox facts squarely in the face, I don't think I'm ever going to get a 
job. Well, I could go out cleaning, I could be someone's gardener, 
but even if I could bring myself to do such a job, I wouldn't earn 
enough to pay the mortgage. Mummy is still paying it, just as she's 
paid for the car repairs and, come to that, pays for me. Now I've got 
nothing in the bank I'm thinking of going on benefit and then the 
Department of Social Security would pay the interest on my 
mortgage. Does that mean I stay on it for the rest of my life? At any 
rate, till I'm sixty? Thirty years of living on the dole? 


Gerry Furnal has brought me to this. No, that's not quite right. I 
have to go back further than that. Ivor Tesham has brought me to it. 
He was the one who arranged the mock kidnap in which Hebe died. 
It's because Hebe was dead I went to work for Gerry Furnal and be 
Justin's nanny. If she had lived I would still have lost my job at the 
Library of British History but I would have got another. It was those 
years out of the job market, years doing a menial task out of the 
goodness of my heart, that wrecked my chances. Someone was 
behind it, but was it Ivor Tesham or just those two men in the car? 
He or they started the chain reaction, he set the ball in motion, 
gathering snow as it rolled down the hill. And now he is successful, 
rich and happy, living with his lover in a beautiful house, tipped in 
the newspapers for high office and a seat in the Cabinet, while I am 
poor and jobless and forgotten. Friendless too and dependent on my 
mother. 


I sit here alone in the evenings thinking about it and wishing I 
knew a little more. I don't know enough about these things. I don't 
know if the police tell the newspapers about something like that. If 
they do he may have been afraid it would get into the papers. Is that 
what he meant when he asked what was I going to do? It must have 
been. The police soon thought it was Kelly Mason they meant to 
kidnap and by then maybe it was too late for him to tell. 


There was a gun in it somewhere, but I don't know whose or 
where it came from. He can't have meant to shoot anyone. Perhaps 
it was there to frighten Hebe. But why would he want to frighten 
her? Apart from Ivor Tesham, one person only knows what he 
meant to do with the gun. And there is just this one person who can 
tell me, if he's still alive, if he can tell anyone anything. 


Way po I want to know? I have to have money. There are more ways 
of getting it than by having a job or living on benefit or being 
helped out by one's relations. Once the idea of asking for money in 
order to keep quiet about a secret would have been something I had 
read about in books or seen someone doing in a sitcom. I wouldn't 
have seen it as applying to me. 


But I have tried to get a job and I feel sick when I have to ask 
Mummy or take it without asking. I haven't come down to going on 
benefit yet, but I will if it's a choice between that and starving. The 
one thing that remains no longer looks unreal. It looks like an 
option worth serious consideration. He has a secret, and probably by 
now more secrets piled on top of it, that he wants kept and he has a 
lot of money. I know the secret and won't tell a newspaper what it is 
if he pays me money. It's a simple exchange, a business transaction. 


I can't sleep. I haven't been able to sleep since I dreamed Callum 
came into this room, in the night, in the dark, with a big dog ona 
lead. I knew it was Callum, though I have never pictured him, not 
even when I first invented him for Mummy. He looks a bit like Ivor 
Tesham and a bit like Gerry Furnal. He let the dog go and it jumped 
onto my bed with a low groan. I woke up screaming. 
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T he Bosnian crisis and a lot of IRA activity had kept Ivor busy 
throughout much of 1993. He was always on his feet in the 
chamber, constantly the subject of media political comment, and a 
broadsheet newspaper had carried a full-page profile of him in 
March with a lot of personal stuff about his “beautiful home” and 
his “attractive companion, Juliet Case.” He battled with John 
Humphrys on the Today program and if he didn't win, he wasn't 
ignominiously vanquished either. In April, on that late-night 
program The Question of the Hour, he boasted about John Major's 
recent assertion that the country was beginning to see economic 
recovery, though this wasn't his area of expertise, and said that 
“things were getting quite sharply better,” citing the fall in 
unemployment figures. 


Next day he had just got out of his government car in the City 
when an IRA bomb exploded fifty yards from him. It was half past 
ten in the morning and he was about to go into a meeting. The 
bomb knocked him flat but he was otherwise unharmed. Others 
weren't so fortunate. One person was killed, forty were injured, and 
damage was estimated at a thousand million pounds. Ivor got his 
picture in all the papers this time and quotes from him about his 
own luck and his distress at the loss of life. He was becoming quite 
famous. 


His picture was in the papers again when he was among the 
NATO defense ministers meeting in Brussels to discuss the Vance- 
Owen peace plan, aimed at finding a lasting solution to the situation 
in the Balkans. They got a shot of his elegant figure mounting the 
steps into the aircraft at Heathrow, apparently preferring a 
photograph of him to one of the Secretary of State. He was certainly 
better-looking. Three days before this John Major had carried out a 


large-scale reorganization of government, replacing Norman La- 
mont as Chancellor of the Exchequer with Kenneth Clarke, who had 
been Home Secretary. Michael Howard was the new Home Secretary 
and John Gummer took his job at Environment. There were other 
steps upward, but nothing for Ivor. Optimistic as always, he refused 
to be downhearted. He was young yet, the government was more 
popular in his opinion than it had been for a long time, they would 
get back in at the next election. So the months had passed without 
promotion, without change. 


It was probably all these pictures of him in the papers that led to 
Beryl Palmer ringing his front doorbell and asking for his autograph. 


“But that must have been rather nice, wasn't it?” Iris said when he 
told us. 


“Yes and no,” he said. “I'm not exactly a celebrity. It was 
something of a novelty. I don't believe I've ever been asked for my 
autograph before. She wanted it for her granddaughter, had the 
child's album with her.” 


I asked him who she was. 


He was reluctant to tell us yet he had to tell us once he'd started. 
That, after all, was the point of his starting. But I knew that look of 
his and Iris knew it. It presaged the revealing of something of which 
he wasn't proud, if not exactly ashamed. 

“It worried me rather. I mean, it was quite flattering and all that. 
It was really who she was.” 


“All right. Who was she?” 


“She used to clean the flat next to mine in Old Pye Street—well, 
she cleaned several flats in the building. She was walking along here 
one day and she saw me come out of my house and recognized me.” 


“Ivor,” said Iris, “who is she?” 
“She's Hebe's aunt.” 


Iris said she didn't understand. How did he know she was Hebe's 
aunt? Did she tell him? And that meant ... 


“Precisely. I must say, you're uncommonly slow on the up take 
today. Hebe's mother is her sister, though apparently she doesn't 
have much to do with the family, though she did”—he hesitated 
—”go to Hebe's funeral. She told me she was coming out of the flat 
on my floor about four years ago and Hebe got out of the lift.” 


“Surely Hebe didn't tell her where she was going?” 
“T don't quite see what else she could have done, do you?” 
“Does it matter, Ivor?” 


He hesitated. “I don't know. Of course I'd rather a woman like 
that—never mind. It probably doesn't matter.” 


His look of distaste, I'm sure, was caused more than anything else 
by his former girlfriend's aunt being a cleaner. Yet, however out of 
touch Beryl Palmer was with her family, she must know of Hebe's 
death and the circumstances of that death. He thought he detected 
something in the woman's expression he didn't quite like as she told 
him about the meeting with Hebe outside his flat, a knowing look, a 
sidelong glance that spoke more than words could of a naughty 
secret. 

“You signed her grandchild's book?” 

“Yes. I kept thinking this child must be Hebe's cousin. She didn't 
say anything about Hebe's death and I thought very little of it at the 
time, but afterward it seemed rather strange. No, it seemed very 
strange. It was the obvious thing to mention, yet she didn't. And, 
well, I didn't. Perhaps I should have.” 

“T suppose you invited her in,” I said. 

“Of course. I more or less had to. She said she'd been in the 
Commons once or twice to hear me speak.” 


“But I thought she only recognized you when she saw you come 
out of this house.” 


“T know. It was all a bit odd.” 


Canpipates arE orten Selected a considerable time before an expected 
general election. The deadline for the next one was May 1997 and 
Ivor, the sitting member, almost without question, was the 
Conservatives' choice for Morningford. No surprise there and no 
surprise perhaps that Aaron Hunter was standing again and once 
more with that bound-to-lose label, Independent. The difference this 
time was that he was standing for the constituency of Imberwell, an 
industrial town and port on the coast of Lincolnshire. In an inter 
view he gave to the Guardian, he said that his grandfather had come 
from Imberwell and his cousin was the leader of Imberwell Borough 
Council. He had strong family ties to the place. 


He also said in the interview that he stood for uprightness and 
decency in public life and against sleaze, of which there had 
recently been in the government an unacceptable amount. This sort 
of thing is always a challenge to certain areas of the press and one 
scurrilous right-wing newspaper tried to dig dirt out of his past, but 
without much success. Aaron Hunter was a respectable husband and 
father of three children; all they could find prior to his marriage was 
that he had once been married to Juliet Case and divorced eight 
years before. Juliet Case, the newspaper added, was now the 
“companion” of Defence Minister Ivor Tesham. 


This made Ivor furiously angry, though without much cause, as 
far as I could see. What did it amount to, after all? No one had said 
a word against him. “Hunter must have told them about Juliet,” he 
said. “How would they otherwise know? Anyway, he hasn't a hope 
in hell of getting in. The Imberwell electorate aren't going to vote 
for him just because his cousin's on the council. We've never had a 
member for Imberwell, though of course we've got a very sound 
candidate. The present Labour man's standing down, he's nearly 
seventy, but there's a very strong young Labour candidate and the 
Lib Dem'll put up a good fight. You'll see.” 


“Ivor couldn't care less about Labour and Lib Dem candidates,” 
Iris said after he'd gone. “What's bothering him is calling Juliet his 
‘companion.’ He knows it's not doing him any good living with a 


woman he's not married to, and the closer we come to the election 
the worse it'll get.” 

He had paid us a flying visit—all his visits were flying now, he 
was always on the move—to see his new nephew. He described him 
as a “handsome bruiser.” 


“He'd better be,” he'd said. “He's bound to be a gangster with a 
name like Joe Delgado.” 


Iris asked him if he didn't sometimes think he'd like “one like 
that” of his own. 


“Women may think along those lines,” was all he said. “Men 
don't.” 


“Robin does.” 


“T read an article about Evelyn Waugh in which he was quoted as 
mentioning each new child he fathered as ‘my wife's baby.' I expect I 
shall be like that.” 


“Really. And when will that be?” 
“Oh, in about twenty years' time.” 


Once HE HAD begun paying the ten thousand a year to the Lynch family, 
I believe Ivor had more or less ceased to worry about the events of 
May 1990 ever coming out. It wasn't blackmail. It was no more 
blackmail than Juliet's living with him and, presumably, being 
entirely supported by him were blackmail. Her love for him was 
undoubted. She showed it in every glance, in every touch, in every 
hand laid lightly on his sleeve, every word spoken to him. If he liked 
sprightly tongued women with a provocative turn of phrase like 
Hebe Furnal or prettily affected actressy women like Nicola Ross, he 
hadn't found one in Juliet. She was warm and sweet and she loved 
him. She loved looking after him, refusing help in the house except 
when they gave a big party. If he hadn't paid much attention to our 
children—affairs of state keeping him at a distance—she often came 
to see them and was particularly keen on bathing Nadine and Adam. 
With Joe in her arms, she looked like some Spanish painter's 


Madonna. No, her presence in Ivor's life had nothing to do with 
blackmail. And nor, apparently, had Sean Lynch's. 


I had to admit, though only to Iris, that I had been wrong when I 
warned Ivor, and warned him very forcefully, to have nothing to do 
with the Lynch family. If it wasn't directly his fault, it isn't too 
dramatic to say that his action had led to the ruin of Dermot Lynch's 
life. But for him, Dermot would have been happily servicing cars 
and repairing engines and making his funny gestures. It was right 
for him to pay recompense to him and Philomena and Sean, 
especially because he could easily afford it. He could pay it and 
would always be able to pay it, without really noticing the loss. 


But I said “more or less.” There was still the alibi lady. He never 
heard from her and more than three years had passed since his visit 
to her flat, when he had hoped she was going to hand over the 
pearls. I don't know if he ever thought about her. Perhaps he 
believed she had married and gone to live in some distant place. 
Beryl Palmer had worried him more. He sometimes reverted to her 
visit, even saying in a fretful way that he couldn't understand why 
Hebe hadn't told him she had met her outside his flat. 


“T can understand it all right,” Iris said. “She knew what a fearful 
snob my brother is. She wasn't going to say she'd met Auntie Beryl 
with her bucket and mop.” 


My noiseless laugh came into play. 


THE GENERAL ELECTION Was Still over three years away. I wouldn't say the 
Tories were doomed to lose that election or fated or anything like 
that, though that sort of language was being used. Most people 
could see it coming. Eighteen years is a long time for any 
government to be in power and it would be eighteen years by the 
time the election came round. 


Ivor would never have made a statement like that. He never did 
make it. Whatever he privately thought, he always talked as if his 
party was invincible, would go from strength to strength, and 


nothing said in the media or by a muttering electorate made the 
least difference. What he never said either was how he hoped for a 
Cabinet post. Secretary of State for Defence was what he wanted 
and of course he wanted it well in advance of the election—the 
election that he couldn't for a moment consider losing. 


He was never to get it. As time went on he must from day to day 
have waited for the summons to Number Ten. When the corridors of 
the Palace of Westminster throbbed and shivered with predictions of 
a reshuffle, he must have told himself, alternately, that he was 
bound to get that call and at the same time that it would never 
come. But he was an optimist, always had been. He looked on the 
bright side. How fortunate his life had been! How good luck had 
followed him! Not that he hadn't worked to make that luck happen, 
worked like a political slave, done all the right things, been a good 
party man, a good minister, and the best of constituency MPs. Ever- 
faithful he was, dogged yet brilliant, industrious yet calm and laid- 
back, popular and with a throng of keen supporters. Why didn't that 
summons come? How long must he wait? His political clock was 
ticking away and so, perhaps, was Juliet's reproductive clock. 
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I keep thinking of what Mummy said about people you are 
frightened of not being able to eat you. As if anyone ever thought 
they would. As if being the victim of cannibalism was a usual sort of 
fate for an eight-year-old. Saying that to me never made me feel any 
better, though I suppose she meant a kind of metaphorical eating. 
That's what I am afraid of. 


I've been contemplating going to the Lynches' for a long time 
now. A slight shift in my circumstances has helped postpone it too. 
I'm drawing benefit. I've had to put myself down as looking for a 
job, but until they find me one they'll pay the interest on my 
mortgage repayments and give me enough for a bare living. I don't 
think I could take a regular job now, I'm not fit for it. This is partly 
because I don't sleep and when I do I dream I'm walking with 
Callum and his dog across a vast open space, a kind of heath or 
desert. It's dark or half dark and I know that when we reach a 
certain point in the walk, a place that's marked by an obelisk 
pointing up into the night sky, he is going to kill me. 

Mummy doesn't understand about being on benefit— how could 
she, the sheltered life she's led, with all found for her?—and she 
goes on sending me a monthly check. So for quite a while I'd been 
able to put off the Lynch encounter. But now I've got to face it. I've 
got to find out if Ivor Tesham paid Dermot Lynch and Lloyd 
Freeman to drive a car and pick up Hebe on the evening of May 18, 
1990, and if that was the car that did pick her up. It's the link I need 
to know about. So far as I am aware, Dermot Lynch is the only 
person alive, if he is alive, who knows the answer—apart from 
Tesham, of course. I have to go to William Cross Court and see 
Dermot Lynch or, if he's dead, anyone else he may have told. The 


papers said he had a mother and a brother but no paper I saw ever 
said if he recovered from the crash. 


REMEMBERING THAT HELPED Me manage some of the self-confidence Mummy 
tried to instill in me with her “they can't eat you” talk. The Lynches 
weren't cannibals, they couldn't eat me, so I dialed the number in 
the phone book for 23 William Cross Court. A man answered. 


“Ts that you, Dermot?” I said. 
“He can't talk now,” the man said. “Who wants him?” 


I put the phone down, my heart pounding. So he was alive and he 
lived there. Maybe the man who answered was him but didn't want 
to admit it. I have to go there. I know that now. 


First I went up to the newspaper library in Colindale. My car's 
been done, so at least I was able to drive. I asked to see newspapers 
from May 18 to 28, 1990, the more sensational ones. I didn't bother 
with The Times or the Telegraph. Pictures of the two men were what 
I wanted to see and there they were, plenty of them. None after the 
accident, of course, all these must have been given to the reporters 
by the Lynches and perhaps, in Lloyd Freeman's case, by a theatrical 
agent. 


He'd been a good-looking man, tall with curly black hair and the 
sort of Caucasian features whites admire in black people. They don't 
care about what a black person might find attractive. One picture 
the newspaper may have had on file. It was of Lloyd wearing a toga 
when he was Casca in a production of Julius Caesar and it came from 
a review of the play. But the one that really interested me was the 
sort of photograph that's taken by professional photographers at 
functions. Or so I suppose. I've never been in such a shot myself—I 
was never invited to anything so grand—but I remember Gerry 
Furnal showing me photographs taken at some reception he 
organized for HALT and he was in one of them, standing next to a 
minor royal. The one Lloyd was in wasn't very good of him, as there 
were too many other people trying to get in shot, but the woman 


next to him, her arm through his, I recognized at once. It was 
Carmen a.k.a. Juliet Case. 


I just stopped myself giving a shout of triumph. They wouldn't 
like that in the newspaper library. I suddenly felt sane again, in 
control, my own woman. 


I nave seen there and I wish I hadn't. Ever since I was there the name 
of that play Hebe and I were supposed to be going to see keeps 
running round in my head: Life Threatening, Life Threatening. I'm very 
frightened. All the way home I was shaking and trembling like an 
old person with Parkinson's disease. I sat in the tube with my right 
leg jumping up and down and my hands vibrating. A woman stared 
at me. I shut my eyes and tried taking deep breaths. I thought a 
walk might do me good, so I tried walking from the nearest tube 
station instead of getting the bus, but I shook and shivered so much 
that I had to sit down in a bus shelter. Only for a moment, though. 
A man was in there with a dog like Callum's. I walked on and when 
I looked back there was no one there. 


What happened at 23 William Cross Court I don't want to have to 
think about, but I must if I am to do the thing I went there for in the 
first place. If Sean Lynch frightens me so, how am I going to 
confront Ivor Tesham? Of course there is a difference between them. 
Sean Lynch is a thug and Tesham—well, he's what Mummy would 
call a gentleman. I had better set down my experience there and get 
it over. Maybe it will get it out of my mind, lay it to rest. 


An old woman answered the door. She was wearing track-suit 
bottoms in bright purple with a flowered blouse and brown 
cardigan. I asked her if she was Mrs. Lynch and she nodded. She 
never said her own name. 

“Westminster Social Services,” I said. 

She shook her head, then nodded. 


“All right if I come in?” 


She didn't like it, but by then I was in, walking ahead of her into a 
living room. The first thing anyone would notice about the place 
was the religious icons, the statuettes, the pictures. Above the 
mantelpiece was a crucifix with spilled red paint bleeding from 
Christ's side. The room was crowded with furniture, far too much 
for the size of it, and in one of the chairs, hemmed in by two other 
chairs and a wicker table, sat a man. Somewhere in the depths of his 
fat face, under the lardy layers, behind his dull eyes, you could see 
the remains of Dermot Lynch. He wore loose corduroy trousers and 
a check shirt under a sleeveless pullover, his big red hands lying 
slack against his big protuberant belly. He was perfectly still and 
silent. 


“T've come about fitting some aids for the disabled in your home,” 
I said. “We provide a service along those lines.” 


I was beginning to feel the confidence Mummy couldn't teach me. 
The two of them, he the epitome of apathy and incomprehension, 
his head hanging, she ignorant and fearful, gave an impression of 
utter humility, and this inspired me. I felt strong. I felt in control. It 
would be easy. 


“This is your son, Dermot?” 
She nodded. “That's right.” 


I looked at some printed sheets I'd brought with me. “We don't 
seem to have any record of the accident which caused Dermot's 
injuries,” I said, pretending to read. “Exactly what was that and 
when did it occur?” 


He spoke. It was a robotic voice, toneless, all on one note, as if 
generated by an electronic device. “Car crash,” he said, and again, 
“Car crash. Bad,” he said, “bad, bad.” 


I turned to his mother. “Was he driving the car?” 


Again she nodded. The two of them were like a pair of mechanical 
dolls, programmed to nod and shake their heads and utter mono 
syllables. I referred once more to my printed sheets, running my 
forefinger down the lines, as if looking for a particular word or 
name. 


“Mr. Tesham's car that would be?” 


I expected, I really did, uncomprehending stares. This time it was 
he who nodded. The robot lifted its head and made it vibrate, up 
and down, up and down. It was his mother who spoke and more 
volubly than she had done up till then, a slight flush of animation 
appearing on her cheeks. 


“Mr. Tesham's been very good. He looks after us.” 


It was the link. It was what I wanted. I got up. People with more 
nous, people who had a basic idea of what the social services did, 
might have expected me to request a tour of the place and check on 
where handrails might be needed or ramps installed. They knew 
nothing of that. 


Mrs. Lynch said, “Is that all, then?” 


As she spoke there was a sound of a key turning in the front door 
lock, the door slammed and a man came in. He was rather good- 
looking in a heavy-set, thuggish way, his yellow-brown hair in long 
greasy curls, falling onto the shoulders of a black leather jacket. 
There was a lot of leather about him, the glossy, quilted sort, his 
jeans stuffed into thick black boots with multiple straps. What is this 
stuff with leather? Is it the smell or the feel or the shininess or all of 
that? 


“Sean Lynch,” he said to me and, “Who's this?” to his mother. 
“A lady from the council.” 


Apart from giving me his name, I might not have been present for 
all the words he addressed to me. “What's she want?” 


Dermot said, “Mr. Tesham.” The nodding began again, up and 
down, up and down. 


Suspicion oozed out of Sean like sweat. At last he spoke to me. 
“You got any ID, have you?” 
“I'm afraid not,” I said. 


“You'd best be afraid. What's this, then?” He snatched the printed 
sheets out of my hand. It was my gas bill and two pages of the kind 


of literature no one ever reads that had come with it. He threw it on 
the floor, said, “What's Mr. Tesham to you?” 


I heard my own voice, thin and hoarse as my throat dried. 
“Nothing. Your brother said he drove Mr. Tesham's car.” 


He took hold of me by the shoulders and shook me. Not much and 
not for long, but I heard my teeth click together. I tried to cry, “Stop 
it,” and, “Don't,” but only a strangled whisper came out. He flung 
me away. 


“You fucking spy,” he said. “You interfering bitch.” His mother 
made a sound of protest but only a sound, a tiny yelp. Dermot had 
once more hung his head. “You should be bloody ashamed, coming 
here after my brother. Scaring my mother. Look at them. You've 
scared them stupid.” 


“I'm going,” I managed to say. “I'm leaving,” and, “Let me pass.” 


He filled the doorway. As well as being all those other things, 
leather, especially black leather, which is only after all the hide of a 
harmless animal, is horribly intimidating. A man in black leather, 
any man, is more frightening than a man in black cloth. Why did 
Ivor Tesham want Hebe in black leather when black silk and lace 
are feminine and pretty and make their wearer desirable? I don't 
know. Sean had a belt round his waist of thick black leather, 
studded with brass bosses and spikes. It reminded me of the dog 
collar I found among Hebe's things. 


I made a sort of whimper. I said, “Please let me go.” 


Mrs. Lynch had turned her back. She moved toward Dermot and 
laid a hand on his slack shoulder. Sean said, “You're not going. I'm 
going to put you out.” 

He turned me round, joined my hands together behind my back as 
if he was going to handcuff me, and propelled me toward the front 
door. My back was pressed against the front of him, straps and 
buckles digging into my flesh. His breath was hot against the back 
of my head, moving my hair. This was somehow the worst sensation 
until at the closed front door he pushed me forward, banging my 
forehead against a wooden panel. I cried out then. He pulled me 


back, shaking me hard, flung the door open and pushed me out with 
a great shove in the middle of my back. I stumbled and fell, spread- 
eagled on the concrete floor. I heard the door slam behind me. 


THAT WAS THREE days ago. 


Nothing was broken but I'm badly bruised. There's a lump on my 
forehead where he pushed me against the door. My knees and the 
palms of my hands are scraped like children's are when they fall 
over. But the shock of it is past, the shaking and trembling are over. 
And I have got what I wanted, the link, the connection between the 
Lynches and Ivor Tesham. I need never go near Sean Lynch and 
Dermot and their mother again. We will never meet again. I don't 
think any of them would want to come near me either. They don't 
know who I am or where I live. 


Sleep is impossible, though. Worse than it was before. I don't get 
Callum and the dog keeping me awake, I get a picture, still but in 
full color, of that man banging my head against the door. I can see 
the green paint of the door and the picture of the suffering Christ 
next to it. But when I fall asleep the action starts, the movement and 
sensation, the hot breath on the back of my head, the buckles and 
studs stabbing into my back, and feeling these things is sharper and 
more painful in the dream than it was in reality. I wake up crying 
real tears, my heart beating irregularly, sweat soaking the front of 
my nightdress. Life Threatening. 


Lying there in the dark, shivering from the sweat, I tell myself I 
am too frightened to confront Tesham. I know that if he sets Sean 
Lynch on me I shall cave in. I shall fall on my knees and cry and beg 
for mercy. And it may be worse than that. My heart may fail; I could 
have a heart attack. But these are the fantasies of the night, when 
law-abiding people become gangsters and extravagant behavior calls 
for wild responses. In the morning I feel differently. We always do 
feel differently in the morning. Knowing that, why can't we use this 
knowledge to help ourselves in the dreadful dreams of night? I don't 
know. No one knows. 


I must confront Tesham. I haven't come so far and been through 
so much to give up now. I used to think we only went mad at night, 
that we were strangers to ourselves at night, but now it's in the 
daytime too. Will it get better when I have money? When Tesham 
gives me money, will I be free? 


I never used to notice dogs, but now I see them all the time. 
Callum didn't have a dog while he was with me. He's got one since 
we split up, a mastiff I think it is, and it wears a black leather collar 
with spikes. Someone else walks it now, takes it past this house on 
the way to the High Road. 


Because Callum is dead, isn't he? 
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[° early 1994, Ivor was kept busy at the Defence Department. 
There were more IRA bombs, though none actually exploded. An 
army helicopter was hit by an IRA mortar bomb in Crossmaglen, 
injuring an officer of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, though its pilot 
man aged to land without injury to the crew. 


Ivor's party was doing badly. In local elections held in early May 
Conservative representation in contested seats fell by 429 to 888 
and the Tory majority was lost in eighteen of the thirty-three 
councils where it had had control before. On May 12 John Smith, 
leader of the Labour Party, dropped dead of a heart attack. This was 
a terrible blow, but when the party rallied Tony Blair began to be 
regarded as a contender for the leadership. 


Whether Ivor noticed that May 18 was the fourth anniversary of 
Hebe's death I have no idea. We went to dinner with him and Juliet 
in Glanvill Street a day or two later, when the other guests were 
Jack Munro and his wife and Erica Caxton with the new husband 
she had married in February. The talk was all of Ivor and Juliet's 
forthcoming engagement. 


Encacements arkE Not What they used to be, essential precursors to 
marriage. In some ways they have become like the civil partnerships 
for heterosexual couples we didn't have then and still don't have 
now but are talked about a lot. The girl wears a ring that might as 
well be a wedding ring except that it usually has a diamond in it; 
the couple refer to each other as “my fiancé(e)” instead of “my 
husband” and “my wife.” They have no tax concessions but 
otherwise they might as well be married. The chances are, of course, 
that they never will be. 


Ivor and Juliet got engaged at the end of May. The occasion was 
another excuse for a party in Glanvill Street but this time we didn't 
go, for the simple reason that we couldn't find a babysitter. It's 
harder when you've three children, especially when one of them is 
only months old. My mother was in Mallorca, Iris's mother herself at 
the party. We had to be content with the pictures a tabloid used, 
one of celebrity guests arriving and another of Juliet holding Ivor's 
arm and showing off her diamond and sapphire trophy. I wondered 
if all those photographs would spark off another visit from Beryl 
Palmer, but if it did Ivor said nothing about it. 


If he heard nothing from her, a disquieting piece of news came to 
him from Sean Lynch. Ivor had more or less discontinued his visits 
to the Lynches, but he apparently made up for this by inviting Sean 
to any functions he could attend and yet be lost in the crowd. When 
I pointed this out to him he denied it angrily. His attitude to Sean 
was no different, he insisted, from that he had for any of his friends, 
for Jack, for instance, or Erica Caxton or the Trenants. I could have 
commented that he met all these people in t*te-a-t*te situations with 
Juliet, but I didn't. He wanted to tell me what Sean had to say about 
a visitor to the Lynches' flat. 


Ivor's engagement party wasn't the ideal occasion for imparting 
unwelcome news but I suppose Sean had no choice. He took Ivor 
aside and told him he had come home and found a woman there 
questioning Dermot and his mother about the crash in which 
Dermot was injured. She said she was from Westminster Council but 
Sean didn't believe this. Ivor asked him her name and, when he said 
he didn't know, to describe her. 


“A dog,” Sean said in his brutal way. “Short, skinny, frizzy hair.” 


Ivor said he felt Sean was keeping something back. He was 
genuinely angry, Ivor could tell that, but disclosing only as much as 
he thought Ivor needed to know. He almost confirmed this by 
saying, “You don't want to worry, Ivor. You've got enough on your 
plate without that. I can handle her, the cow. I just reckoned it 
wouldn't be right to keep it from you.” 


Sean's description wasn't conclusive. Ivor had to ask. “You don't 
know who she was?” 


“Not a social worker from the council. Let's leave it there, shall 
we?” 

“It was Jane Atherton,” Ivor said to me. “Sean wouldn't say but 
I'm sure.” 


He was made nervous. Perhaps the good time, the quiet months, 
years really, were past. Things were starting to happen, small things, 
of little importance, but they added up. Maybe the next one 
wouldn't be so small. But time went by and he heard nothing more 
from Sean and nothing from Jane Atherton or Beryl Palmer. He 
began to think that freak storm was dying down. But something 
much bigger was looming. 


The function to which he and Juliet had been invited was in 
Carlton Gardens, a fund-raising reception for the Marfan Syndrome 
Society. Ivor knew very little about Marfan and wasn't particularly 
interested in it, but Juliet was. Her father, now dead, had suffered 
from it and so did her brother. Once she was in her teens and it was 
clear that she didn't have it, she had learned it was genetic and 
could be inherited. Marfan, apparently, is one of those hereditary 
conditions which, if you have it, you have a fifty-fifty chance of 
passing it on to your children, hence the brother showing its 
symptoms. Juliet knew by then that, since she didn't have it, it had 
so to speak died with her and she could never pass it on. As Iris and 
I had noticed, she wanted children and was anxious too, of course, 
that when they came (if they ever came, if Ivor would permit it) 
they should be healthy. She retained her interest and with it a hope 
of helping sufferers, so she accepted the invitation and they both 
went to the reception. 


Through the years that had passed since Hebe's death, Ivor told 
me he had carefully avoided being present at anything connected 
with the Heart and Lung Trust, of which Gerry Furnal had been 
chief fund-raiser. He avoided all charity functions unless going to 
them was politically expedient except for those taking place in his 


constituency and these he attended for that reason. How much of 
this came from a fear of encountering Gerry Furnal I don't know but 
certainly Furnal was unlikely to be promoting the interests of HALT 
in Morningford. It's possible that Ivor would have put aside caution 
and gone to a HALT reception if it had taken place there, but it's 
more probable he would have pleaded government business kept 
him away. 


It seems that he'd assumed Hebe's husband was still in the job he 
had at the time of her death, though he could easily have found out 
whether he was or not. Perhaps he thought that the process of 
finding out, even if done in privacy, would make him look cowardly 
to himself. And how he looked to himself was very important to 
him. He and Juliet arrived about half an hour after the Marfan party 
started, Ivor hoping not to have to stay long as they had a dinner 
engagement. There were rather too many people for the size of the 
room and moving about was difficult. Someone he didn't know 
mounted the podium, introduced himself as the chairman of the 
association, and announced their principal speaker. It was Gerry 
Furnal. 


Ivor had noticed Furnal bustling around, fiddling with the micro 
phone and shifting it about on the podium, but hadn't recognized 
him. Of course he had seen him before. He must have seen him at 
that HALT gathering in the Jubilee Room when he first met Hebe, 
but he had hardly noticed him. In Carlton Gardens, if he hadn't been 
introduced by what he called “some other do-gooding luminary,” 
Ivor wouldn't have known him. When the man's name was 
announced, he whispered to Juliet, “You know who that is?” 


She didn't. I think she'd forgotten Hebe's surname. She shook her 
head. 


“Hebe's husband,” he said. 
“Oh dear, does it embarrass you?” 


Ivor doesn't care for it to be thought by anyone that he could be 
embarrassed. English gentlemen aren't. It implies a weakness, I 
suppose, just as being asked if you're shy does or if you dislike 


speaking in public. He wanted people to believe him far too 
sophisticated to be embarrassed, while at the same _ time 
disapproving of the word “sophisticated” as applied to himself or to 
anyone else, approving of it only as a qualifier of concepts. So, “Not 
at all,” he told Juliet, “but I shall avoid him as I dare say he'll avoid 
me.” 


Gerry Furnal spoke quite eloquently (Ivor said) on the subjects of 
research into the treatment of Marfan and of possible future gene 
therapy. He named sums in millions that were needed to further 
these advances and spoke of an appeal that the society was shortly 
to launch. There was applause, amid which he stepped down and 
was immediately surrounded. As Ivor had told Juliet he would, he 
set about avoiding him. This wasn't a difficult task as for the first 
ten minutes after making his speech, large numbers of people 
wanted to speak to Furnal and hemmed him in. Ivor and Juliet 
circulated, losing sight of each other after a while, taking glasses of 
wine from proffered trays. Juliet stopped in her progress to talk to 
the society's president, whom she knew. 


Ivor was temporarily alone, making his way toward a Tory peer 
he had spotted on the far side of the room, the only person he felt 
like talking to, when Gerry Furnal came up to him. Ivor said he 
wasn't fazed. He was probably the most important guest there and it 
was only to be expected that MSS's chief fund-raising officer would 
wish to speak to him. Smiling, he held out his hand. 


Furnal didn't take it. Ivor said he was absolutely cool and quiet, 
for which (being the sort of man he was) he rather admired him. 


“There was no exchange of pleasantries,” Ivor told us, “none of 
that how-are-you-good-of-you-to-come stuff. Well, there wouldn't be 
in the circumstances. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a 
pearl necklace. It wasn't in a case or anything, it wasn't even in a 
bag. I didn't recognize it. The fact is I'd forgotten all about the 
bloody thing. He said, ‘I believe you gave this to my late wife. 
Perhaps you'll take it back, as I have no use for it.' 


“My God, Ivor,” Iris said. “It must have been a hell of a shock. Did 
you blush?” 


“Don't be silly. I don't blush. I said I didn't want it, he'd much 
better keep it, and he said very pompously something about its 
being dirty and he no longer wished to be soiled by it. A lot of 
people had gone by then, so there was a bit more space, and a 
couple of women were staring. I didn't have a choice really. I put 
the pearls in my pocket and walked off, found Juliet and we went.” 


I asked him if that was all Furnal had said. 
“That was all.” 


“How did he know?” Iris asked. “How did he know it was you 
who gave her the pearls?” 


“T couldn't exactly ask, could I? I'm sure Hebe never told him. It's 
possible he remembered seeing me speak to Hebe when I first met 
her in the Jubilee Room. I wouldn't think that was enough. I mean, 
that's putting two and two together and making about fifty-seven, 
isn't it?” 

I asked him when this MSS reception was and he said two days 
before. “Has anything happened since?” 


“If you mean have I heard from him, no, there's been nothing. I 
doubt if anything will happen. He's had his moment of triumph and 
he'll probably dine out on it for the rest of his life. If he dines out, 
that is.” 


“T don't think he'll dine out on it,” Iris said quietly. 


“Yes, well, please don't tell me I've ruined his life or anything like 
that. Men get cuckolded, end of story.” 


He had brought the pearls with him in a Boots plastic bag. “God 
knows what he's done with the case,” he said, and he tipped them 
out onto the table. Nadine and Adam had joined us by this time and 
my little girl was, of course, entranced by what she called “the big 
beads.” To Ivor's amusement, she picked them up and ran them 
through her fingers. “I offered them to Juliet, but she said, ‘I don't 
do pearls.' I said she was wearing pearls in her ears when I first met 


her but to no avail. She was a bit cross.” He put his head on one side 
and a hand on Nadine's shoulder. “You can have them, sweetheart— 
would you like to?” 


Iris was furious. She snatched the pearls out of Nadine's hand, 
stuffed them back into the bag and shouted at Ivor, “No, she can't. 
Never dare say that again! She doesn't want your ladyfriend's 
leftovers and nor do I.” 


Nadine began to cry. More than cry, she screamed and shouted, 
frightened by an anger she had never heard from her mother before, 
and Adam gave fraternal support by joining in. It took a long time 
for all of them to calm down, Iris taking Nadine on her knee and 
promising her “a lovely pearl necklace” of her own. We all had 
drinks after that, gin for the grown-ups and orange juice for the 
children, while Ivor told us in a much more sensible and rational 
way that he thought the worst was over, the worst had been at the 
MSS reception, and there would be no more. Gerry Furnal wasn't 
going to talk to the newspapers. 


Wuen a courte More days had gone by and nothing else had happened, 
things began to look hopeful. With luck, I was thinking, we should 
hear no more of Gerry Furnal, when Iris read an entry in the Births 
column of the newspaper which had carried the _ birth 
announcements of our daughter and our two sons. Since Nadine was 
born, she had regularly read them and, of course, often come upon 
babies born to friends of ours, as happens when you're the sort of 
age we were then. 


‘Furnal,' “ she read aloud to me, “ ‘On September first, in the 
Royal Free Hospital, Hampstead, to Pandora and Gerald, Ruby 
Anne, a half-sister for Justin.’ It must be him, mustn't it?” 


“T'm glad he's married again,” I said. “I hope he's happy. I always 
felt he'd had a raw deal.” 


“So did I,” she said. 


Judging by my own experiences at a time like this, Gerry Furnal 
would have his hands too full and his emotions too much engaged 
to take any more vengeful steps against Ivor. Once again he had got 
away with it. Knowing Ivor had given Hebe an expensive present 
virtually proved she had been his mistress but not that he had 
arranged the abduction. It was likely, anyway, that, as most people, 
Furnal still believed Hebe had been abducted by mistake for Kelly 
Mason. He would need more information than he apparently had to 
link it with Ivor. He wasn't a threat. But thinking like this troubled 
me, as I know it troubled Iris. I didn't like the situation we seemed 
to be living in, where we had to tick off the names of people who no 
longer threatened her brother and grade those remaining in order of 
danger quotient: Jane Atherton, the second Mrs. Furnal (?), the 
Lynches, Beryl Palmer, and even Juliet herself. 
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tu the window cleaner was here when Pandora phoned and told 

me about the baby. I don't know why she phoned. It's not as if I 
was dying to know. I wonder if they've realized they've given it a 
name rather like Hebe. Hebe, Ruby, both just four letters long, both 
two syllables and both ending in a “be” sound. Must be a sort of 
unconscious way of commemorating her on his part. I wouldn't like 
it if I were Pandora. 


Ostensibly polishing the windows, Stu hung about listening to our 
conversation. When I'd put the receiver down he asked if that was a 
pal of mine who'd had a baby. I said that was right and it was the 
woman who'd lived here. 


“Time you had one yourself,” he said with a sort of leer. 


I didn't answer that. I said that, on the contrary, it was time he 
got on with his work. 


“T've finished.” He put the polishing cloth in his pocket. “You 
want to come out for a drink?” 


I couldn't believe what I was hearing. I stared at him, then shook 
my head. “No, thanks,” I managed to say. 


“Suit yourself.” He slammed the door behind him. 


What a nerve! How dared he? I looked in the mirror and saw I'd 
blushed quite deeply and the remains of the blush were still there. 
The funny thing was that I wasn't all that angry and when Mummy 
arrived here I told her about it, altering things round a bit, of 
course. 


“His name's Stuart,” I said. “I hardly know him but he asked me 
out. Of course I'm not going.” 


“T should think not,” she said, “with Callum not long dead.” She 
didn't want me going out with him but—typical of her—she wanted 
to know what Stuart did for a living. 


“Something to do with glass,” I said. “His father's got a company 
that manufactures windows.” 


“You young ones,” she said. “Have you forgotten people have 
surnames? You never told me Callum's surname.” 


“He didn't have one,” I said. “He had a dog.” She gave me a 
strange look, the kind you give to people who talk to themselves or 
laugh without a reason for laughing. Before she could ask me what I 
meant, I invented, “Stuart's called Chumley-Burns.” 


But I've other things to think about now, the principal one being 
how to get access to Ivor Tesham. Calling him and inviting him here 
worked last time but that was four years ago. Nothing has happened 
to damage him in those years and he has gone on climbing up the 
ladder or, as Mummy would say, gone from strength to strength. 
Her presence here is another reason for not inviting him. With her 
in the flat I can't have him here—he wouldn't come, anyway—and I 
don't stand a chance of getting into his place. So I have a choice, I 
can phone him or write to him, and to be perfectly honest (again as 
Mummy would say) I'm afraid to phone him. I'm afraid of that 
voice, that accent, on the phone, even supposing he ever answers a 
phone himself. Even supposing I could get hold of his home number. 
I have to find out his address somehow and write to him. 


But I am altogether afraid of him. Handsome, sophisticated men 
frighten me. I realize now that they always have and Tesham is the 
handsomest, most sophisticated man I've ever met. It's humiliating 
to remember how I had a shower and washed my hair and got 
dressed up when he came here, though I was determined not to. I 
started to enjoy it when I could see he was expecting to get the 
pearls, but that enjoyment was short-lived. Hebe would have said 
the feelings I have about him are sexual and perhaps they are, but 
does that mean I'd like to go to bed with him? Suppose I'd had my 
hair done and I was beautifully made-up as well as witty and 


sophisticated myself? Suppose I were sitting in a restaurant with 
him, his fingertips just touching mine across the table? I won't write 
any more about this in case I start imagining what I'd feel if I was 
with him in a bedroom wearing Hebe's dog collar and black leather 
boots and a black leather corset. 


Mommy came Here two days ago. She was desperately worried about me, 
she said. I wasn't answering her letters and I left my phone on 
message. The only way she knew I was alive was that I was cashing 
the checks she sent me. All this I got from a message she left, of 
course. And when I tried to phone her and tell her not to come, 
please not to come, she left her phone on message—thus, as she 
said, hoisting me with my own petard. 


On her previous visits, not long after my dad died, she'd wanted 
to “see the sights.” London is where she has always lived, yet she's 
never lived there. You can't call Ongar and Theydon Bois and 
Havering London, but what else are they? No man's land, outer 
suburbs, sticks. She's always lived in one or other of them and her 
London has been “coming up to town” and shopping in Oxford 
Street. Until I took her, she hadn't been to the Tower or the National 
Gallery or Hyde Park. Visiting places by car was all right six or 
seven years ago—well, it was never really all right for me—but now 
the traffic is making it impossible. She still wants to, though. Or she 
says she does. I think trailing about by bus and tube is intended as 
therapy for me, to bring me “out of myself,” to do what people 
mean you should when they say you need to get out more. 


She's come up here to take me in hand. I'm living like an old 
retired person, she says, an older and more retired person than even 
she is. Not that she ever did anything to retire from. She means to 
stay at least a week, she says. Every evening she takes me out for a 
meal to some local Italian or Chinese restaurant. This is to save me 
money and “give us a chance to talk over a glass of wine.” We have 
to share a bed, there's no choice about it. Fortunately, it's a wide 
bed and she sleeps deeply while I lie awake or dream of Sean Lynch 


coming into the bedroom in his black leather with his German 
shepherd dog. Mummy doesn't snore or fidget, but she always has to 
get up at least once in the night to go to the bathroom—normal, I 
suppose, in a woman her age. The annoying thing is that she thinks 
I'm not aware of her creeping about on tiptoe and when I say I am 
she tells me that I was “dead to the world.” 


When we talk, which is too often to my mind, it's always about 
my situation and what's to be done. The best plan (her words) is for 
me to come to Ongar “on a permanent basis,” live with her until 
part of the house can be converted into a self-contained flat for me 
and get “a nice little job” locally. 


“T've always believed you have to cut your garment according to 
your cloth, Jane,” she says. “It's no good having all these high-flown 
ideas. It used to upset me thinking of you taking these menial jobs 
after your education, but I've come down to earth now. There's 
nothing wrong with working in a shop, it's honorable toil.” 


I don't want to scream at her so I say nothing. 


“Anything is better than living on the assistance.” She doesn't 
know it's years since that expression was in use. “When I was young 
people would rather starve than be supported by the government.” I 
wonder where she thinks the government gets the money. Doesn't 
she know what happens to taxes? 


She talks as if she's a hundred and workhouses still exist, instead 
of only a bit over sixty. But when she says that about the 
government I smile to myself, because that's just what I mean to do, 
be supported by at any rate one member of the government. While 
she drones on about working in a shop in Ongar High Street or 
being a mother's help (“Goodness knows, you've had the experience, 
Jane”) or a traffic warden, I think about the letter I'm going to write 
to Ivor Tesham, a very discreet and subtle letter, hinting at 
connections and links, just mentioning Lloyd Freeman and slipping 
in Hebe's name. I'll suggest we meet to talk about old times, but first 
I'll drop the name of a famous journalist who specializes in digging 
dirt about well-known people and say I know him. I don't, but I 


easily may do in the future. I have now forced myself to think only 
about the actions I shall take, not about my feelings and my fears. 


Mummy talks about the flat she's planning. I am to have a 
bedroom, a living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom. The house has 
three floors, the top one being smaller than the lower two, and it's 
“absolutely perfect” for conversion. The short landing will become 
my hallway and all that has to be done is put the front door in at 
the top of the stairs. 


“Are you listening, Jane?” 


I tell her that of course I am, though more than half my mind has 
been on how I'm going to find which house Tesham lives at in 
Glanvill Street. Perhaps I can take Mummy to see the Houses of 
Parliament and Big Ben and after I've told her I'm not queuing up to 
go inside, we could take a little walk along the streets behind 
Millbank. Maybe go and look at that church they call Queen Anne's 
Footstool. There's bound to be something on the house or outside 
the house to show he lives there—but is there? I've seen his car, but 
that was four years ago and he may have a different one or it may 
be in a garage. Perhaps either he or Carmen will show themselves at 
a window. I hope it's not a very long street or we'll be all day about 
it. And when I say “we” I have to remember that Mummy knows 
nothing about this and mustn't know. 


“You haven't heard a word from this Stuart,” she says. “Hasn't he 
got a phone?” 


T nave seen Sean Lynch again. 


It doesn't really matter because I'm sure he didn't see me. It 
happened like this. Mummy and I went to Westminster and when 
we'd been in the Abbey I suggested having a look at St. John's 
Church, Smith Square. Then we went along Great Smith Street and 
turned down Glanvill Street. It's grand, like everywhere else around 
there, somber and ancient and somehow political. I wonder how 
Carmen likes it. Well, I expect I'd like it if living there cost me 


nothing and I had all found for me. She's not afraid of him. But then 
she's what men call beautiful and I suppose beautiful women aren't 
afraid of handsome men. They are theirs by right, only what they 
deserve. Stu is what I deserve, I suppose. 


But we couldn't find Tesham's house. I say “we,” though of course 
Mummy didn't know what I was looking for. No one looked out of 
any windows; no one came out of any of the houses. The place was 
still and quiet and empty but for a ginger cat sitting on top of a 
pillar and it was as still as everything else in the street, its eyes shut. 
We went home on a series of buses. Mummy enjoyed it, gazing out 
of the window at government buildings and shops and theaters and 
pubs and dirty back streets. Bored by the snail's-pace progress, I 
pondered ways of getting Tesham's address, ignoring Mummy's 
proddings and suggestions that I should look at some particular 
architectural monstrosity or exotic shop-window display. Of course I 
had already looked for Tesham in the phone book, while knowing 
he wouldn't yet be there. He wasn't. I'd even thought he might have 
his phone in Carmen's name, but Case wasn't there either. Wasn't 
there something called the electoral register? I wondered where 
such a thing was kept and if the public were allowed to look at it. 


The second bus we got on was a mistake. I soon realized it was 
taking us too far west. I tried to tell Mummy we'd have to get off in 
a minute and find one going in the Camden Town direction, but she 
was too absorbed in looking at the Lebanese restaurants in the 
Edgware Road to take any notice. It was then that, at last obeying 
her command to “just look at that one and that woman in a veil,” I 
leaned across her and brought my face to the window. Walking 
toward the Edgware Road from a side street was Sean Lynch. 


I shouldn't have been surprised. He lived just round the corner. 
Perhaps it was more shock than surprise, as I'd often in the past 
weeks congratulated myself on the likelihood that I'd never have to 
set eyes on him again. He was in his black leather gear, just as he'd 
been when he'd thrown me out of the flat in William Cross Court. 
Perhaps he always dressed like that, changing only the T-shirt and 


the jeans. I withdrew my head, sat back, feeling beads of sweat sting 
my upper lip. 

“What's the matter with you, Jane?” At last my mother had taken 
her eyes off the outside and was peering at me in a concerned and 
very intrusive way. “Your hands are shaking. I really wonder 
sometimes if you're quite well. When did you last see your GP?” 


I hadn't a GP. I hadn't registered with one since I left Irving Road. 
But there was no need to tell her. She'd have gone on about the 
wonderful medical practice she went to in Ongar and the 
breathtakingly clever woman doctor who would be “happy to look 
after you, Jane” when I came home with her “in a week or two's 
time.” 


We got off the bus and onto another one. Mummy lost interest in 
external panoramas and returned to her plans for my future. The 
wisest thing I could do, she said, was put my flat on the market 
immediately. If it didn't look like selling in the next fortnight, say, I 
could leave the keys with the estate agent and move out. She was 
sure I'd agree with her that I had very little furniture worth 
worrying about. Why not have one of those firms that clear flats 
come in and dispose of the lot? With an eye to my consenting to 
these arrangements, as she'd known I must, she'd set aside a sum of 
money for furnishing the new flat, just as she'd already spoken to 
her “tame builder” about the conversion. 


“Are you listening to me, Jane?” 


I said I was. It was as if a bit of my mind that dealt with dull and 
boring things that would never happen anyway had split off from 
the main part and was replying to her automatically. The rest was 
making decisions about Ivor Tesham and how I was going to find 
out about the electoral register— wasn't it also called the voters' 
list?-—and how I could make phone calls without Mummy being 
there and listening. But that part was preoccupied too with a kind of 
irrational fear of Sean Lynch. It was some time since I'd been to his 
flat and been subjected to that horrible treatment but, I told myself, 
it was a one-off. I'd never go there again. I'd never go near the place. 


I'd never even use Warwick Avenue tube station. There was nothing 
to worry about. It was surely just that his manhandling me in that 
way was something that never happens to people in our society. No 
one did that sort of thing to a person who had just called at his 
home and been perfectly polite. That must be why I was so—well, 
frightened, when I saw him out of the window of that bus. So 
frightened that my hands had started shaking, the way they had 
when I went home after that awful encounter. They way they did 
regularly in my dreams. 


It's over, I kept saying to myself, it's over and can never happen 
again. He doesn't know where you live, there's no way he can know. 
You never even told his mother your name. He has forgotten all 
about you. Even if he had looked up and seen you on that bus he 
wouldn't have recognized you. He doesn't have dreams. Thick, 
stupid people don't. 


Mummy never cors Out without me. She says she'd get lost. So I've 
bought her a small paperback copy of the London A—Z, street 
guide. I'm desperate to get her out of here so that I can make a 
couple of phone calls. Phoning Westminster Council will be a start, 
or more than a start, maybe the answer to my problem. But I can't 
make that call with Mummy there, curious to know why I do 
everything that I do. She spent last evening reading the A—Z, 
commenting every few seconds on London districts she'd never 
heard of or curious street names. Did I think all the Alexandra Roads 
were named for Princess Alexandra or the late Queen Alexandra? 
Did I know there was a Fifth Avenue in Kensal Rise, just as there 
was in New York? 


“You'd better get out there and explore,” I said. “You could go and 
have a look at this Fifth Avenue—see if it's grand or just ordinary.” 

“T'd be nervous, Jane. It's not like Ongar. There's so much crime 
on the streets.” 


Next day it was bright and sunny and I had to pull down the 
blinds at one of the windows, the light that came flooding in was so 


glaring. Mummy was up and in the bathroom. I put the coffee on 
and went downstairs to pick up the post and the paper. The Times 
was there, on the hall table with my name on it, and there was an 
envelope for me—fairly unusual this. It was from the people who 
supply me with gas and when I opened it I saw it was a red final 
notice. I hadn't paid my gas bill. 


This is something that never happens to me. However skint I am, I 
always pay my services bills, go without decent food and drink if I 
have to, and I couldn't imagine I'd failed to pay this one. Upstairs 
again, I went straight to the drawer under the kitchen counter 
where I put bills and receipts. (Incidentally, it's underneath the one 
where I keep instructions for using equipment and where I'd put 
Hebe's pearls—long gone now, of course.) The original gas bill 
wasn't there. Perhaps they'd never sent it to me. If they had I'd have 
put it in this drawer. Where else? The flat's so small it hasn't 
numerous drawers and cubbyholes to store stuff in. I took out the 
equipment instructions from the top drawer one by one in case I'd 
put the gas bill in there by mistake. 


Mummy came out of the bathroom in her dressing gown while I 
was hunting for it. Inquisitive as usual, she wanted to know at once 
what I was looking for. To keep her quiet, I showed her the final 
notice, but of course it didn't keep her quiet. The advice, the 
suggestions, the reproofs streamed out of her as she poured coffee 
and made toast. She always paid her bills on the nail, by return of 
post actually, but then it was most unwise to put bills away in a 
drawer. That way they were soon overlooked. It was unimportant 
now to find the mislaid gas bill. The “gas people” wouldn't have 
made a mistake, they didn't in her experience. All I must do was pay 
the bill now, this morning. Surely I wouldn't have any difficulty in 
doing so, seeing I had received my “welfare” the day before, not to 
mention the check she had given me. 


“Don't mention it then,” I said, goaded. 


“Thank you for that, Jane. I'm well aware gratitude is something 
you don't begin to understand.” 


I'd seriously offended her. It's a funny thing but you can snub 
people like her, you can ignore them or put them down, but fail to 
treat them reverently in money matters and they're really upset. 


“T think I will go out,” she said. “On my own, I mean. Please don't 
offer to come with me. I don't want your company just at present, 
thank you.” 


“What about all that crime on the streets?” 
“T shall just have to risk it, shan't I?” 


For some reason she tied a scarf round her head and, saying like 
the man who went with Scott of the Antarctic that she might be 
some time, borrowed one of my umbrellas. There wasn't a cloud in 
the sky but she took an umbrella. The A—Z was in her bag, as if it 
was a guide to some foreign city and she a tourist. 


Once she'd gone it came to me quite quickly what must have 
happened to my gas bill. Stu had taken it. He must have opened the 
drawer while I was on the phone with my back to him. There didn't 
seem any reason for him to take it except to cause trouble and 
maybe get my gas cut off. But when I thought about it, I 
remembered other things that had gone missing from that drawer, 
including money. Some time before Pandora came to live here, 
several notes I'd put in an envelope for paying a paper Dill 
unaccountably disappeared. Only it wasn't unaccountable any 
longer, was it? 

I sat down and wrote a check for the gas people. Then I wrote to 
the estate management people, the ones I pay my ground rent to, 
telling them I wouldn't have their window cleaner in my flat again. 
But I didn't send it. I started thinking about Stu. I started thinking 
what would have happened if I'd said all right and gone out for that 
drink with him. Looking back, I ask myself if any man has actually 
said those words to me before: you want to come out for a drink? I 
don't think anyone ever has. But I think, from what I've read and 
other girls have told me, that this is what men do say. Those are the 
first words they use when they want to start a relationship with you. 
The two lovers—if you can call them that—that I've had didn't ask 


me out for a drink. The married one started snogging me—horrible 
word but expressive of what he did—walking me to the bus stop 
after I'd been at his house having tea with his wife. I was feeling low 
after being out somewhere with Hebe when I met the single one on 
the top of a bus, so low and hopeless that when he wanted to come 
home with me I said yes. He came “home with me” a couple more 
times, but I think that was just out of the kindness of his heart. He 
was ugly to look at but he had a nice nature. 


Stu looked really hard at me, he stared at me, when he asked me 
to go out for a drink. That makes me wonder if he's a bit obsessed 
with me and he took the gas bill just to find out my name. He 
wouldn't have known it before, only the number of this flat and that 
he's supposed to come here once a month. I tear up the letter I've 
written. Then I have an idea. I pick up the phone, ask the inquiries 
people for a phone number for Tesham, Glanvill Street, 
Westminster, and they give it to me. I wait ten minutes and call 
them again. It's a different voice and this time I give the phone 
number and ask for Tesham's number in Glanvill Street. They give 
me that too. 


Did I really see Sean Lynch in the street or was it my imagination? 
I've given him a German shepherd dog but I've never seen it. 
Perhaps it's not true and there's no dog. It's Callum who had the dog, 
the mastiff, but it's dead now and Callum is dead. I am looking out 
of the window but there is no one in the street, no men and no dogs. 


25 


M ummy has been mugged. She hasn't been hurt, though I expect 
she would have been if she hadn't given the man her handbag 
when he asked for it. I think immediately that the man must have 
been Sean Lynch. 


“Was he wearing black leather? Was he a big thick-set man with 
long yellow hair, dirty hair?” 


She clutches my arm. “You know someone like that? Do you, 
Jane? You must tell me.” 


I tell her his name and where he lives and I would have gone on 
to the rest of it, I think, but she cut me short. “It wasn't a man,” she 
says. “It was a boy. He was only about sixteen.” 


She is so stupid she makes me angry. I wanted to hit her, claw at 
her the way I did at Pandora. But I turn away while she tells me she 
actually walked into a police station and told them what had 
happened. They took details from her and said an officer would 
come round here later in the day. But they won't catch him, of 
course they won't. A hundred pounds was in that handbag. I can't 
help thinking how much better it would have been if she'd given 
that money to me before she went out. Her Visa card was in there 
too—I am surprised she had one—and she wants me to ring them 
and tell them to cancel it and give her a new one, because she 
doesn't know how to. Can the sixteen-year-old buy a lot of expensive 
things and empty her bank account? I say, not if we are quick, and I 
get on the phone straightaway. 


She will never go out alone in London again, she says. How 
people can live here with that sort of threat around she doesn't 
know. I shall have to come with her to buy a new handbag, because 
the one that was stolen was the only bag she had with her. Then she 


remembers her keys. They have gone too and she has to phone her 
neighbor, the fat woman, who has a spare set. Is there any way the 
boy who took her bag can know the keys open the front and back 
doors of her house in Ongar? 


“Not unless there was something in your bag with your address on 
its 

“Let me think,” she says. She remembers the letter from her old 
schoolfriend in Scotland and not only the letter but also the 
envelope it came in. 


“You'll have to have new locks put on your doors,” I tell her, 
hoping this will send her home fast. 


But her mention of that envelope with her address on it reminds 
me of my gas bill, which Stu must have taken. He knows my address 
already, though, so he must have taken that bill to have something 
of mine. No one has ever been in love with me but he might be. 
There's always a first time. I'm half wishing I hadn't been so hasty in 
saying no thanks when he asked me to have a drink with him. He's 
not good-looking but then nor am I. I used to think I was a cut 
above people like him because of my education and the way I speak. 
Because I've been to a university and he left school at sixteen. But if 
I do what Mummy wants, there won't be so much difference, will 
there, between a shop assistant and a window cleaner? 


Only I won't do what she wants. I shall stay here and write to Ivor 
Tesham and get myself an income to live on comfortably. I have 
suddenly remembered something I haven't thought of for years. 
When Hebe had been married a few months she was at home alone 
in Irving Road and an electrician came round to fix something. She 
fancied him and he fancied her—well, all men did—and she went to 
bed with him. I mean they did it. I don't suppose a bed was 
involved. That makes me think that it wouldn't be all that out of the 
way for me to get together with Stu. At least I haven't got a 
husband. My mind might get better if I had a man. I might not have 
these dreams or say things to make people stare. 


The police officer comes round. It is quite late and I am just 
getting something for our supper, as Mummy refuses to go out 
again. He repeats what they have said already, that it's not likely 
they will catch the thief, and adds that we must all be thankful Mrs. 
Atherton wasn't hurt. She tells him about the letter from her friend 
in Scotland and he says that in that case she must have new locks 
put on. Then she asks him if he would like a cup of tea. He would. 


“T'll just pop into the dining room to fetch the teapot,” she says to 
give him the impression this is a proper flat instead of a “studio” 
with bath. 


“Don't go to any trouble,” he says. 


She goes into the bathroom and comes out empty-handed, saying 
the teapot must be in the kitchen after all. How pathetic can you 
get? Tea is made with teabags in mugs as usual. The policeman 
drinks his, eats a biscuit, and says he'll be off, he'll “leave you ladies 
in peace.” He's been gone about five minutes when Mummy says she 
has decided to go home on Sunday. 


She has made such a fuss about having her handbag taken that I 
do something I meant not to do. I ask her what she would do if she 
were in my position and had been attacked as I was by Sean Lynch. 
I tell her all about going there (inventing my reason) and what 
happened, and in a way it's a relief to talk to someone about it, even 
to her. As I might have known she would be, she is shocked and 
horrified. 


“London is no place for me, Jane. If I stayed here I'd never have a 
quiet moment. It's no place for you either. I shall be worried sick till 
you come. I think we've decided you're coming to live with me, 
haven't we?” 


“T've decided I'm not coming,” I tell her. 


That was yesterday. I was regretting that I told her and she was 
scolding me for worrying her. We had an argument, nothing unusual 
for her and me, ending in my going out for a walk on my own. I 
hadn't realized what a nice day it was. I walked up to West End 
Green, all the way to Child's Hill and up Pattison Road to the edge 


of the Heath. It was a Saturday, but even so it seemed to me there 
were more couples about than usual, people holding hands or 
walking with their arms round each other. I began to feel calmer 
and more peaceful (the policeman had said he would leave us in 
peace) than I had for months, since I was turned out of Irving Road, 
in fact. And when I was on my way back, heading down the 
Finchley Road, I saw Stu. He was cleaning the ground-floor 
windows of a house in Weech Road and when he saw me he raised 
one hand in a sort of salute. It wasn't a bit like me, I don't do things 
like that, but I waved back and called out, “Hi, Stu.” 


He gave me a smile in return and shouted that he would see me 
on Monday. That is when he is next due to clean my windows. I 
thought, maybe he sleeps with my name and address under his 
pillow. People do that sort of thing, or some do. Mummy was 
packing when I got back to the flat. She folds her clothes like shop 
assistants do and puts sheets of tissue paper between them, shoes 
wrapped up in tissue and her toilet bag laid on the top. When she 
saw me she said she would take me out for dinner “just once more.” 
Where would I like to go? There isn't all that wide a choice in 
Kilburn, to say the least, and I reminded her that she had been 
robbed of all the money she had with her and her credit card. We 
ended up going to a place in Fortune Green Road with me paying. 


“It's the least you can do, Jane, considering I've been practically 
keeping you for the past year.” 


I didn't mind all that much because I kept thinking that by the 
end of next week I'll be rich. Mummy said her “dreadful experience” 
of Friday and being “interrogated by the police” had worn her out. 
She went to bed ten minutes after we got back and fell asleep at 
once. I sat in the kitchen, planning a draft of a letter for Ivor 
Tesham. Once I have walked Mummy to the tube station in the 
morning (and bought her ticket and lent her money), I shall copy 
out what I shall have written neatly in my best handwriting and 
take it to the post. There's a post that goes on a Sunday at eleven in 
the morning and I shall aim to catch it, so he will get the letter on 
Monday. The hard part was deciding what to say. I thought I could 


just write baldly to him, tell him I knew exactly what he had done 
on May 18, 1990, and if he wanted it all kept dark, the way he has 
been keeping it dark for four years, he will have to pay me. But I 
had to find the words and every word I thought of sounded so 
vulgar and low, the kind of words Hebe might have used but I 
couldn't. Yet my future depended on it. Well, on him or on Stu. Or 
both of them. I wish I could sometimes have nice dreams and then I 
do, a waking dream of me living with Stu and telling him I've got a 
private income. He doesn't even have to go on cleaning windows if 
he doesn't want to. 


I sroppep THERE and gave myself to the dream, sometimes glancing at 
Mummy fast asleep. I have just started again. My writing paper and 
envelopes and a couple of ballpoints I keep in the drawer under the 
one where all the bills and receipts are. I was getting out a sheet of 
paper and a pen when my mind rushed back to that day when I 
went to the Lynches' and it all flashed before my eyes, the way they 
say it does when you're drowning. I felt like I was drowning, 
because I have remembered what happened to my gas bill. Stu 
hadn't taken it. The idea that he might have was stupid from the 
start—more signs of my mind not being quite right. 


I had put the bill in my bag when I went to William Cross Court. 
That bill and the stuff which came with it were the papers I had 
taken out of my bag to glance at while I was pretending to be a 
social worker. Sean Lynch had snatched them out of my hand and 
thrown them on the floor. Maybe he hadn't looked at them again. 
They might have ended up in a waste bin. But I couldn't believe 
that. He would have looked at them and read my name and my 
address. He had my name and address. It was like one of those 
anonymous phone calls people get where the caller says, “We know 
where you live.” Sean Lynch knew where I lived. 


I coup were in the diary but I couldn't write the letter. After staring at 
the blank paper like they say authors do when they've got writer's 


block, I went to the window and looked down, expecting to see Sean 
Lynch standing there under the street lamp, his head lifted and his 
eyes on the top floor of this house. No one was there but that didn't 
mean he hadn't been there earlier. Ought I to go to the police about 
him? If I had known about the gas bill earlier I would have said 
something about Sean to the officer who came. If I had he might 
have been arrested by now and locked up and not be out there, 
thinking up ways to get himself into this flat. 


You would think he'd hate Tesham after he caused Dermot to be 
what he is now, but I don't think he hates him. His mother certainly 
doesn't. “Mr. Tesham's been very good to us,” is what she said. 
Tesham must be giving them money. So did Sean attack me because 
he sees me as Tesham's enemy? Would he protect him? And what 
does that say about my future once I've written this letter to Tesham 
and maybe he tells Sean? Another thing I've thought of—Sean didn't 
need the gas bill. Tesham could have told him where I live. 


I don't know what to do. Now, at that moment, the only thing 
seemed to be to go to bed, not that I thought I would sleep. I did, 
though, and dreamed I was back in William Cross Court, but this 
time Sean was reading the name and address on my gas bill and I 
was trembling in fear. He seized me—as he always does, over and 
over—and pushed me at the wall, beating my head against the 
bleeding heart of Jesus. Something in his face tells me he means to 
rape me and I screamed. I really did scream aloud, waking Mummy, 
who sat up, put the light on and felt my wet nightdress and took 
hold of my shaking hands. 


“The first thing I'll do when I get you to Ongar,” she said, “is take 
you to my lovely GP.” 


It was better in the morning but I still don't know what to do. I 
need someone to protect me and I begin to wonder if Stu would 
protect me. If we were going out together he would look after me 
and if he heard there was some man intent on doing me harm he 
would do harm to him before he got the chance. He belongs to the 
class of people who think that way. When I see him next, which will 
be tomorrow, I shall be very nice to him and then I'll ask him if that 


offer of a drink still holds good. He will say it does and soon we 
shall be going out together; we shall be an item. Thinking like this 
makes me feel better still and I'm wondering how it will be when 
I've got a man of my own. Quite different from anything that has 
ever been, I suppose. 


I would really rather not go out at all today but I shall have to 
take Mummy to West Hampstead tube station. Not Kil-burn, because 
it's rougher that way and I connect rough areas with Sean Lynch. 
Mummy and I hug and kiss in the station entrance, something we 
haven't done for years, and she says we must keep in touch every 
day and that she will expect me in Ongar in a week's time “at the 
latest.” 


The walk home on my own was rather scary. Everywhere is quiet 
on a Sunday morning and deserted streets always make you more 
nervous than when there are a lot of people about. I could hear a 
single set of footfalls behind me and I crossed the road, but when I 
looked back it was an old man wearing a hat and carrying an 
umbrella. Still, it was a relief to reach the house and get inside my 
flat. Being alone again is all right too. 


But I am left with my ongoing problem. I had begun looking on 
my approach to Ivor Tesham rather like an application for a job. 
There would be the application to make, then the interview with the 
employer, and after that his acceptance of me on his staff. A staff 
that perhaps included all those Lynches and even Carmen, who used 
to be with Lloyd Freeman. Now I had to rethink this “job.” I still 
wanted it, of course; I had to have it. It was my only hope, but I had 
to find a different approach if I wasn't to become the victim of a 
particular member of that staff. 


One thing is plain. I can't write my letter today. I have to wait 
until that other side of my life is cleared up, until I know that I am 
no longer alone. I once read somewhere that twice one is not two, 
twice one is two thousand times two, and that this is why the world 
will always return to monogamy. That means it's always best to be 
in a partnership—for protection and company. I wonder if people 


ever go mad when they have got someone to be with; I don't think 
they do. 


While Mummy was here I have been putting the diary in the 
shoebox under the floorboard. Force of habit makes me go on doing 
that. I thought of putting Hebe's things there too, but they may as 
well stay where they are, in the case I bought specially for them 
inside the cupboard. 


I am spending a long time this evening looking at myself in the 
mirror and I think I can see now what it was that made Stu fall in 
love with me. All the time Mummy was here I couldn't put on Hebe's 
clothes, but now I get them out of the cupboard and start dressing 
myself in them, the black underwear, the boots, the dog collar. 
When I imagine Stu seeing me in them I feel excited but calm too 
and in peace, the way the policeman promised. 
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n my way to the tube at Mansion House, I bought the Evening 

Standard at the station entrance but I did no more than glance 
at the headline. Another murder was what registered with me, a 
woman in Kilburn this time. I'd got a seat and found myself next to 
a City acquaintance, someone I'd got to know quite well over the 
years, and we talked until he got out at Temple. It was several 
weeks since I'd seen Ivor. He'd called my office earlier and left a 
message for me, one of those bland messages that nevertheless seem 
to carry with them an undercurrent of urgency. Drinking with Ivor, 
or occasionally watching Ivor drink, was a commonplace in my life 
but this time I had a slight sense of foreboding. I got out of the train 
at Westminster, leaving the Standard, which might have told me 
what I should be worrying about, on the seat beside me. 


He took me into the Pugin Room, a crowded place that is really 
just inside the Lords and which peers say the Commons stole from 
them about a hundred years ago and refuse to give back. Ivor got a 
table at the back overlooking the river, in spite of pretending to 
despise the view, which he said was all right if you like looking at 
St. Thomas's Hospital, where parliamentarians go to die. The river 
was rolling along at a swift pace, black, glittering, and choppy. It 
was cold out there and looked it. I said I'd have claret but Ivor didn't 
hesitate before ordering a double Scotch for himself. 


“T shouldn't,” he said, “but I need it.” 

I asked him what was wrong. 

“Have you seen the news or a paper?” 

“T left my Standard in the train,” I said. 

“You didn't recognize the murdered girl's name?” 


I said I hadn't read it. These things were too horrible to dwell on. 


Ivor looked round in a hunted way. He dropped his voice. “The 
murdered girl is Jane Atherton. She was Hebe's friend. I used to call 
her the alibi lady.” 

There was nothing to say. 

“T'll get you the paper.” 

He soon came back with it. Jane Atherton's body had been found 
in her own flat by her mother. Though they had made an 
arrangement to keep in touch every day, the mother hadn't heard 
from Jane since she left her the previous Sunday. Getting no reply to 
her phone calls and by then very anxious, she had come back to 
London on the Wednesday and got the police to force a way into the 
flat. Jane was lying on her bed with a knife in her back. She had 
been raped. 


“It's disturbed me a bit, Rob.” 


I thought for a moment—a very short moment—that he meant it 
had distressed him. She was a woman, she had met a dreadful 
death, she was only thirty-something. I should have known him 
better. 


“T mean, has her death any connection with me? Anything to do 
with what happened to Hebe? I can't really see why it should have, 
but naturally I can't help being a bit disquieted. These things have a 
motive, don't they? Some thug doesn't just come up to a woman at 
random and bash her over the head. Or does he?” 


It's fear of being a prig, being seen to be a prig, that stops a lot of 
us taking a moral stand. People haven't always been like this. Until 
well into the twentieth century men at least seemed to have no 
objection to telling a friend that he was a cad who infringed some 
unwritten code. But it's all gone now and though I told myself that 
was nearly the breaking-up-with-Ivor point for me, I said and did 
nothing. I might have thought of getting to my feet, saying that I 
couldn't stand any more of this and walking out, but I didn't. After 
all, I'd been there before. Several times. Besides, I wasn't sure if I 
could find my way out of the labyrinth that is the Palace of 


Westminster. I sat there very still and kept quiet. If he noticed he 
gave no sign of it. 


“Unreasonable of me to think the way I'm thinking.” 


I said in a tone I hoped was chilly but probably wasn't, “Which 
way are you thinking?” 

Ivor made a face. The room was full now, everyone talking at the 
tops of their voices. He edged his chair nearer mine. “Well, if she 
told people about it. I mean friends of hers who were also friends of 
Hebe's. It's quite likely she did. She wouldn't have kept that to 
herself, but of course she didn't know that much. Be that as it may, 
Rob, and to be absolutely frank with you, what's worrying me is that 
the police may want to talk to me.” 


I asked him why. Why would they? 


“Look at it this way. They'll talk to her friends. They may talk to 
Gerry Furnal, he of the pearls, right? They'll certainly talk to her 
mother. Her mother found the body. If she was close to her mother, 
she'll have told her about me and Hebe.” 


“It's four years ago,” I said. They'd have had better, more topical 
and pressing things to talk about. “People in your sort of situation 
get paranoid. You're paranoid. Do you really think a woman whose 
daughter's been raped and stabbed to death is going to tell the 
police that she supplied an alibi to a friend who's been dead for four 
years? She's going to tell them that this friend was having an affair 
with you? And suppose she does—are they going to think you had a 
motive for killing her? Come on, Ivor.” 


“Keep your voice down,” he said, very nervous. “I didn't mean 
that—well, maybe I did. I just don't like any of it. Oh, God, there's a 
division. Don't go. I'll come back.” 


The green bell had come up on the screen. Here, on the threshold 
of both Houses, the Commons division bell and the Lords division 
bell were equally audible. Those of us not summoned were left 
behind. Looking out at the black water, the lights, the disturbed 
curdy sky, I asked myself what was the worst that could happen and 
came up with nothing much. Jane Atherton's mother wouldn't 


blacken her dead daughter's name by telling anyone, let alone the 
police, that she supplied an alibi to help a friend commit adultery. 
In spite of this, if the police found out that Jane had once had a 
friend who was involved four years ago with a Conservative MP ... 
But no, it was too absurd to consider, too far-fetched, too much the 
product of what had become a neurosis. 


“When you hear the division bell,” I said when Ivor came back, 
“do you still think of the first time you saw Hebe?” 


Once before he'd told me that ringing reminded him of her. He 
stared. “That's not at all the sort of question I'd expect you to ask. 
It's not actually a man's question at all. Now if Iris had asked it ...” 


“Do you?” 
“Rob, just think about it. How many times have I gone into the 
division lobby in the past four years? It wouldn't be possible. It 


wouldn't be in human nature. I was crazy about Hebe, as you know, 
but even so ...” 


“Don't worry about Jane Atherton,” I said. “You won't hear any 
more about it.” 


And for a while he didn't. 


Five PARLIAMENTARY BY-ELECTIONS back in June and simultaneous elections to 
the European Parliament had illustrated (I'm quoting a left-wing 
newspaper) the level of unpopularity of the Conservative 
government. The Liberal Democrats won in Eastleigh by more than 
nine thousand votes over Labour, with the Conservatives in third 
place. Bradford South and Barking were both held by Labour with 
much increased majorities, the Conservatives again in third place. 
On the crest of this wave, that autumn Aaron Hunter made a widely 
publicized speech at a Lib Dem rally in Imberwell, a most unusual 
thing for an Independent candidate to do. 


He lashed out at sleaze, having, I suppose, its latest perpetrator or 
victim, an air marshal with an unsuitable girlfriend, in mind, but 
referring to people in public office generally and to Tory MPs in 


particular. There was the one who had committed perjury and the 
one who had committed adultery and perjury and another who had 
accidentally hanged himself during some masturbatory activity. He 
harked back to orgiastic house parties of thirty years before and 
pinpointed a three-in-a-bed drama of recent months. His tone 
throughout was sanctimonious. It's my contention that all political 
parties have their sleaziness. With the left-wing, Labour or Liberal, 
it's mostly versions of fraud, while with the Conservatives it's sex. 
Once, when I put this theory to Ivor, he laughed and said he knew 
which kind he'd prefer, and most sensible people would agree with 
him. 

What view he took of Hunter's speech I don't know. We never 
discussed it. His view of the man was basically that politics was for 
professionals and those who had been trained in other disciplines 
shouldn't dabble in it, though where the dividing line between the 
amateur and people like himself came, he didn't say. One thing I 
was pleased to hear from him was that he and Juliet had “phased 
out” (his phrase) their visits to the Lynches. 


“The difficulty,” he said to me, “is the class difference. Always 
was, I suppose. I've pretended to myself that I can transcend all that, 
even that they enjoy my company and, God help us, I enjoy theirs. 
But it isn't so. They're not comfortable with me. I'm not comfortable 
with them. I can't take Sean's girlfriend calling me ‘Ive.' It's a bit 
easier for Juliet, they get on better there.” 


He paused. I thought for one uneasy moment that he was going to 
hint that Juliet was several rungs lower down the class ladder than 
he was, but he didn't. Maybe he recognized the danger in time and 
restrained himself. 


“But the upshot of it is that we've had to put the brakes on.” 
Along with his increased pomposity, my brother-in-law had taken 
on a good many politician's clichés since he became a minister. “I've 
had to face the fact that the important factor for them in our 
relationship, such as it was, is that I'm the source of a considerable 
chunk of their income. And why not? This way it's a good deal 


easier all round. It's no use thinking we can have a level playing 
field because we can't.” 


I've no idea if Ivor was the first to use that particular metaphor 
but he was certainly one of the first. He may have invented it. I'm 
sure that was the first time I'd heard anyone say it, though now of 
course it seems to have become accepted politics-speak. No major 
speech can afford to be without it. But Iris and I were glad of the 
break with the Lynches and told each other so, Iris adding that her 
brother seemed to be showing some sense at last. We were speaking 
too soon. Ivor's mistake was not so much that he had made contact 
with the whole Lynch family or that he had given them money, but 
rather that he had ever known them in the first place—that he had 
ever asked the man who serviced his car to drive the Mercedes that 
picked up Hebe. 


It was a while before we experienced a déja vu feeling. News 
papers almost weekly carry a paragraph saying that a man (a 
nameless man at that stage) is helping the police with their 
inquiries. We noted what the rest of the country did, that someone 
had been found for the murder of Jane Atherton. The poor girl with 
the frizzy hair, the girl lying on her own bed in her own blood. 
What the newspapers seldom tell you is that the police have let this 
particular nameless man go home because he is the wrong man. 


This one, however, looked like the right man and he hadn't gone 
home. Not like he had once before, when suspected of IRA 
afiliations, which was where our we-have-been-here-before came in. 
His name was Sean Lynch and he'd been charged with Jane 
Atherton's murder. 
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W: never knew how the connection was made, only possible 
ways in which it might have come about. But next day one 
single newspaper carried a short and apparently innocuous note: the 
arrested man was the elder brother of Dermot Lynch, driver of a 
kidnap car involved in a crash four years ago, in which two people 
had died. Now, once a man has appeared in court and been charged 
with an offense, the media are supposed to keep silent about him. 
His past, his antecedents, his family history, all this must not be 
touched upon in case public prejudice is created; it is from this 
public that a jury will later be drawn. 


Mostly they don't touch upon it, but there are exceptions, which 
usually give rise to rebuke or even threats from the judiciary. 
Revealing these facts about Dermot Lynch (who had never been 
tried for anything, let alone kidnapping) was a breach of this rule 
but nothing was ever done about it. In the normal course of things, 
Ivor would see several daily newspapers every morning but not, I 
thought, that day. He had told me on the phone the evening before 
that he would be flying to Culdrose in Cornwall “at the crack of 
dawn.” There's an RAF helicopter base at Culdrose and he was going 
there to view something or inspect something. 


At the present day you can get hold of anyone anywhere and at 
any time. Everyone carries a mobile phone. Apparently, there are 
more mobiles in this country than people. There weren't thirteen 
years ago. I hadn't got one and Iris hadn't. Poor Jane Atherton had 
one but only for use in her car. Ivor had shown me his but I didn't 
know the number and doubted if anyone at the department would 
give it to me. Also, phoning him while at an important visit that was 
part of his job wasn't the way I'd choose to break this news to him. 


Instead, I phoned Juliet. 


Berore 1 pip SO I realized something which was always slipping my 
mind, that Ivor's fianceé knew as much about events of May 1990 as 
we did, probably as much as Ivor himself did. Nothing need be kept 
dark from her. There was no need for even ordinary discretion. 


She hadn't seen the paper but as soon as I read it out to her she 
said she'd come. No, we needn't arrange to meet somewhere, she'd 
come. She'd like an excuse to see the children. She arrived in Ivor's 
car, the big BMW. I don't know why, but if anyone had asked me or 
I'd asked myself I'd have said she was that rare creature, the person 
who can't drive. It's an absurd thing to say, and probably sexist too, 
but I'd seen her as ultra-feminine, too feminine to be a driver. Of 
course I was wrong. She steered the rather macho, cumbersome car 
between our gateposts with panache. Each time I saw her I'd 
forgotten how beautiful she was. The legs, which were the first 
thing about her to attract Ivor, descended from the driving seat in 
that most elegant way a woman can alight from a car, moving her 
body to the right in her seat and, with knees pressed together, 
setting both feet on the ground. It was autumn and she wore a black 
and white figured skirt with a pure white cardigan. I wondered if I 
had ever seen a lovelier woman, her black hair cut to fall just below 
her ears, a fringe coming to just above her eyebrows, her lips 
painted a deep pink and parting then in a wide smile. It's strange 
how I could admit her transcendent beauty and yet at the same 
know that I found my own wife far more attractive. Just as well, I 
suppose. 

She had stopped on her way to buy the paper in question and 
read the paragraph. “He'll read it sometime today, you know. He's 
bound to. You think I ought to phone him, don't you?” 

“T don't know, Juliet. I just think we all ought to be prepared for 
him to be in a state about this. It's going to be a blow to him.” 


Iris came in then with Joe in her arms. He was trying to walk by 
this time, though in his case walking meant getting into everything, 


pulling everything down from its appointed place, and generally 
making mayhem. Another man, if a little one, to be drawn to her 
beauty, he came over when she called him and sat on her knee. Iris 
had told me of Juliet's love for children but I'd never before seen it 
for myself quite as I did that day. I'd never before seen in her that 
characteristic of the woman who knows what children want, the 
bestowing on them of undivided absorbed attention. Nothing, not 
even Ivor's interests, would have distracted her from Joe, but within 
seconds he had found her handbag and begun trying to open it. Iris, 
of course, intervened, feebly expostulating, but Juliet wasn't having 
that. The handbag was opened, placed on the floor, and abandoned 
to Joe's excavations. 


“What do you think will happen?” Juliet said. 


“Let's hope nothing. If the media find out that Sean was 
questioned four years ago about Sandy Caxton's murder, they can't 
use it. But they know that. The trouble is that I can't see any reason 
why they shouldn't go back into their archives and resuscitate the 
kidnap story.” 


“Because that would be about Dermot and not about Sean?” 


“That's right. But I do think the chances are they'd concentrate on 
a kidnap attempt on Kelly Mason rather than on Hebe Furnal. It's 
never been finally established which woman it was they meant to 
abduct, or whether it was a real kidnap or a joke. And remember, no 
one has connected Hebe with Ivor. Ivor hasn't been mentioned. 
There have been stories about Kelly Mason in the papers, that she 
was in a psychiatric hospital on some remote island, and there was 
an interview with her husband saying she hadn't been well since all 
those threats were made. He meant she hadn't been sane.” 


“You mean they're more likely to concentrate on her,” Iris said, 
“than on Hebe because the poor woman's gone bonkers? What utter 
shits they are.” 

“Maybe, but that's how I think it would be.” 


Nadine was at her infant school but Adam marched in then and, 
seeing his brother intent on removing notes, change, and credit 


cards from Juliet's purse, snatched it from him, grabbing the 
handbag with his other hand. Screams and bellows followed from 
Joe, triumphant laughter from Adam, admonitions from Iris, until 
peace was restored by Juliet's producing from the plastic bag that 
the newspaper was in a writing pad and case of colored pencils. In 
spite of having several sets of pencils and infinite sheets of paper 
already, Adam fell on this gift with enthusiasm, while abandoning 
the handbag to Joe. 


“You're really good with kids,” Iris said. 


“If I am I expect it's because I like them.” Juliet smiled. It was 
always, I'd noticed, a rather shy smile for so beautiful a woman. One 
expected enormous self-confidence and got diffidence instead. 
“Please don't say I ought to have some of my own,” she said. “I 
know it. I'd love to.” 


Iris is notoriously outspoken. I was afraid for a moment she might 
ask Juliet why she didn't have some of her own, but she didn't, said 
only that she'd go and make coffee. Like me, she knew the answer. 
Ivor wouldn't want to be a father without being married first. He 
was a Conservative and a landowner. He must have been one of the 
few people left even then who still referred to children whose 
parents weren't married as “illegitimate.” 


“So you think that may be the end of it?” Juliet said. 


“Well, I do.” I'm not sure that I did. I was trying to comfort her, 
though I needed comfort myself. “As I say, they can't publish 
anything about Sean's past, whether he has any convictions or 
things like that. There's no apparent link with Ivor in any of this.” 


“T can't believe Sean would kill anyone. Why would he?” 


I said I didn't know the man. I couldn't say. But I remembered his 
thuggish looks from Ivor's party, the brutality in his face, and I 
wasn't so sure. 


“The difficulty is that Ivor is the link between Jane Atherton and 
Sean Lynch. Any possibility that Sean's some sort of psychopath who 
raped and killed a woman he saw in the street and followed home 
isn't on, is it? It would be too much of a coincidence.” 


“Are you saying Sean killed her to protect Ivor?” 


“T don't know. Did she threaten him in any way? If she did, he 
said nothing to us about it.” 


“Nor to me,” Juliet said. “I'm sure she didn't. But Sean—I know 
this sounds an exaggeration but it's not—Sean loves Ivor. I don't 
mean he just likes him or looks up to him. He said so to me once. ‘I 
really love that man,' he said. He loves him, he worships him. It's 
not too much to say he'd do anything for him.” 


“Well, I hope to God he hasn't.” 


“People do love him, don't they? Dermot did in his way. The way 
Ivor talks about him, I'd say Sandy Caxton loved him too. I do. I do 
love him so much.” She looked at me and this time there was no 
smile, diffident or otherwise. The beautiful mouth trembled and she 
began to cry. 


Iris had just come in with the coffee. She put the tray down, went 
to Juliet and threw her arms round her. “Don't cry, darling, please 
don't. It'll be all right. It'll blow over. You'll see.” 


“T don't see how it can.” 


I was thinking, though I didn't say it aloud, that even if it blew 
over at the present time, when Sean came up for trial—nine months, 
ten, perhaps a year away—the man's motive must come out and 
there could be no other motive, it appeared, but saving Ivor from 
Jane Atherton's malice or greed. Or desperation or need, if I am to 
be fair. 


“He'll be home by seven,” Juliet said. “He's bound to know by 
then.” Neither of us had asked, it would have been too much of an 
intrusion, but it was as if we had. “It sounds silly but it was love at 
first sight for me. The first time I saw him I thought, I want to marry 
that man. Well, not the first time, that was at a party, but the 
second. Whatever happens I'll never leave him. If he wants to get rid 
of me he'll have to throw me out.” 


“He won't do that,” I said, though I was by no means sure he 
wouldn't. “Get him to give us a ring when he comes in.” We kissed 


her and Iris hugged her, holding her tightly for a moment. We had 
our answer to the question we'd so often asked. Why? What was in 
it for her? Not for unspoken blackmail, not for a gourmet meal 
ticket, but love, just love. 


“IT was wrong,” Iris said when she'd gone, “about her being 
unfaithful, wasn't I?” 


Ivor pin pHone us that evening, though he knew. He'd seen the 
relevant newspaper in the plane on the return flight and there were 
a few lines in the evening paper, rather cunning subtle lines. They 
said only that Dermot Lynch, driver of “a kidnap car” in which the 
intended victim had been Kelly Mason, having been in a “protracted 
coma” for a long time, had made a partial recovery. (As if kidnap, 
crash, and recovery were all recent history.) Juliet told us about it 
next morning. She called us after Ivor had gone in to the 
department. They had both also read the follow-up story in the 
right-wing daily newspaper Ivor had delivered. 


This was just an account of Sean Lynch's arrest and his 
appearance in the magistrates’ court, where he had pleaded not 
guilty to the charge of willful murder. There had been, of course, 
nothing about what led the police to him and no details about him 
except that he was thirty-three years old (the heavenly number) and 
lived in Paddington, west London. But at the foot of this brief 
account of the proceedings, there appeared once again the two lines 
about Dermot, his involvement in a suspected kidnap attempt, his 
long period of unconsciousness, and his “limited recovery.” Not a 
word about any relationship between the two men, nothing to show 
they had an address in common. 


“How is Ivor taking it?” 


“All right. Not bad. He's tough, you know, Rob. He keeps saying, 
‘There's no mention of me. They haven't made the connection and 
with luck they won't.' He's got a statement to deliver to the House 
this afternoon and he'll do it. He won't only do it, he'll do it as if he 
hadn't got a care in the world.” 


But I think he was already making preparations for the action he 
meant to take. If things got worse, that is, if the connection was 
made between himself and what three newspapers had called “the 
kidnap car” and therefore between him and Sean Lynch. I don't 
mean he was resigned to his name coming into this; not at all, that 
mustn't be thought of. He hoped with all his strength that the media 
would stop there. What would happen when Sean came up for trial 
was a long way off; all sorts of things could happen between now 
and then. He had to think of the immediate future, the next few 
days in fact. He told us all this when the four of us met in the 
evening of the day after he came back from Culdrose. 


He was an optimist, he always was, but a fatalist too, and I could 
hear it in his voice and, if it doesn't sound too melodramatic, see it 
in his eyes. It was a kind of foretaste of despair. Things which he 
had thought—had hoped—had passed away, buried themselves, had 
only been waiting before they were resurrected. Iris, who is the 
literary one of us, said it reminded her of a line from Lear: “The 
gods are just and of our pleasant vices make instruments to plague 
us.” Well, Ivor had had his pleasant vices all right, but he really 
thought by now that he had got away from the wrath of the gods. 


“If nothing more has happened by the end of the weekend,” he 
said across the dinner table, “I've probably got away with it again. 
It's a funny thing,” he went on, “but when I read that bit in the 
paper on the flight home last night I had that ghastly feeling of 
some thing falling out of me. As one does. Like being in a lift when 
it comes to a stop too fast. And then this morning I read it again and 
I was used to it. I could take it. It didn't seem so bad. And tonight's 
Standard— well, there it is again, with a quote from that guy Mason 
and a photograph of the car after it crashed, and all I thought was, 
what was I making such a fuss about on the plane last night? You 
get used to things. I suppose you can get used to anything.” 


“Oh, darling.” Juliet took his hand in both of hers. “Nothing more 
will happen. You won't have to get used to it. I'm sure it's over.” 


He wasn't sure and I doubt if she was either. When we say we're 
sure, we mean we doubt but we're hopeful. A look of grimness, of 


dark resolution, had come into his face and, with hindsight of 
course, I think, as I've said before, that he was making up his mind 
then what he would do. We said good night early. They went back 
to Westminster and we to our Barnet-Hertfordshire borders, where 
all three children had, for reasons best known to themselves, been 
giving my mother a hard time. 


I don't know what Ivor and Juliet talked about that night, though 
it's hard to imagine it could have been anything very different from 
what we'd discussed over dinner. Iris and I lay awake a long time, 
trying to guess what the media's next move would be. Both of us 
thought that, having talked to Damian Mason, they would be 
naturally led to Gerry Furnal; much hung on what Furnal might 
disclose to them. Would he say anything? He never had, but that 
was before the pearls and his discovery that the wife he revered had 
had a lover. It really depended on whether Furnal wanted to expose 
himself as a cuckold (to use Ivor's word) and whether in fact he'd be 
audacious enough to make accusations against a Minister of the 
Crown. Iris was positive he would. I was more doubtful. He of all 
the people involved in this business must know the most. 


“Tf he'll stand up to my brother in a crowded room at a party and 
practically chuck his present in his face,” Iris said, “he'll have nerve 
enough for anything. He may want revenge. He may want more 
satisfaction than he got from giving back the pearls. And what's a 
Minister of the Crown these days? It's not the eighteenth century.” 


Neither of us foresaw the direction from which discovery would 
come and I'm sure Ivor and Juliet didn't. Philomena Lynch perhaps 
or Gerry Furnal's wife, some witness to the pearls incident, or Jane 
Atherton's mother—we thought of all those. The pathway which led 
one astute investigative journalist to Ivor never crossed our 
imaginations. We didn't know all the people; we didn't know the 
host of minor characters on the perimeter. It couldn't have crossed 
Ivor's mind either as he lay sleepless at Juliet's side through the long 
watches of the night. 


28 


N othing happened for a while, not for several days. The first 
story about Dermot Lynch had appeared on the Thursday 
morning, the day Ivor went to Culdrose, and we had all dined 
together on the Friday evening. Saturday's papers were empty of all 
references to Jane Atherton's murder or to Sean Lynch, and so were 
Sunday's—those Sunday papers, the cradles of scandal. For Ivor, 
waiting and dreading and hoping, it must have been rather like the 
days after the crash, when he waited and hoped Dermot would 
never regain consciousness. Worse now, though. Accumulations had 
happened since then. He had advanced up the ladder, he had 
inherited money, bought a glamorous house, acquired a beautiful 
fianceé, made numerous successful speeches, even come to the edge 
of (I repeat again my wife's quotation) “the fierce light that beats 
upon the high shore of the world.” It would be immeasurably worse 
for him now. But nothing happened. Not yet. 


Tue yournauist wHo brought things to light was a man called David 
Menhellion. Iris says it's a Cornish name. In the first piece he wrote, 
he remarked on the fact that Juliet Case, thirty-five, fianceé of Ivor 
Tesham, MP for Morning-ford and a Minister of State at the 
Department of Defence, had once been the “live-in girlfriend” of 
actor Lloyd Freeman, killed in an accident to the “vehicle in which 
he was ‘allegedly' attempting to abduct Kelly Mason and demand a 
ransom from her husband, multimillionaire Damian Mason.” You 
can't libel the dead, of course, so Menhellion was in the clear there. 
Dermot was mentioned only as the driver of the kidnap car. But all 
this was known already. When she first became engaged to him, 


Juliet had herself said in an interview that she had once been 
married to Aaron Hunter and later had a relationship with Lloyd 
Freeman. She and Ivor had met through a mutual friend, the actress 
Nicola Ross. Very little comment had ever been made on this 
disclosure, but Menhellion made as much of it as he could. Had Mr. 
Tesham perhaps known Lloyd Freeman himself? If he had, hadn't he 
some questions to answer? It would be unusual, to say the least, 
ought to be impossible, for a member of the government to have a 
friendship with a kidnapper and one who was very likely also the 
author of demands for money with menaces made to Mr. Mason. 


When I'd read this through twice I thought that on the whole it 
was pretty thin. It was scandal-sheet stuff. A rational reader would 
soon see that Ivor might well have known Lloyd Freeman as an 
actor only and have first encountered him in Juliet's company. Nor 
did it much worry Ivor. 


“All that's already in the public domain,” was the way he put it, in 
the politician-speak he used when he was disturbed. 


Next day, though, none of us could remain unconcerned. 
Menhellion's story, a lead in a tabloid, looked at first like a simple 
follow-up of the previous day's delving into Juliet's past. There was 
nothing new in the first three paragraphs. Then he asked his first 
rhetorical question: what was Ivor Tesham, Minister of State at the 
Defence Department, doing while his present-day fianceé was 
sharing her Queen's Park “apartment” with her live-in lover Lloyd 
Freeman? Involved, Menhellion said, in a “steamy” love affair with 
none other than Hebe Furnal, twenty-seven. Hebe had died in the 
kidnap car crash along with Lloyd Freeman. 


I spoke to Ivor on the phone ten minutes after I read that. He was 
calm but very quiet. 


“We've already had them phoning,” he said. 
“What, journalists?” 


“Someone called. I mean, not the American ‘called,’ came to the 
door. I slammed the door on him.” 


“Will you go in?” 


“To the department? Yes, of course. I must. Look, can Juliet come 
up to you? I don't want to leave her alone here. They're bound to 
come. That's for sure. I could get her out the back way before I have 
to go.” 


I had an appointment. I was due to pay another visit to that client 
in Blomfield Road, Maida Vale. The last time I'd been there was 
when I saw Ivor and Juliet heading for Warwick Avenue tube 
station after they'd been to see the Lynches in William Cross Court. 
They should never have gone near the place but I wouldn't allow 
myself, even to myself, to say I told you so. 


Juliet spent the day with Iris and the children and was still there 
when I got home. She'd spoken to Ivor several times on the phone, 
but the last time she'd tried he was in the House of Commons with 
his mobile switched off. I'd brought the evening paper in with me 
and, as we'd all expected, they were carrying a portrait photograph 
of Hebe and the windblown one of her with Justin, both of them 
alongside Juliet in extravagant eighteenth-century comedy clothes. 
She looked about twenty. 


I asked her where they got that from. 


“T had a part in The School for Scandal. Apt, isn't it? I'd guess 
Aaron gave it to them.” 


“Would he do that? I thought you and he were on good terms.” 


“He hates this government. It's not Ivor in particular. He'd do the 
same if it was anyone in the government. It's all part of this 
antisleaze campaign of his.” 


There had been nothing about Juliet's marriage to Hunter in the 
morning papers but there was by the evening. Apparently with 
enthusiasm, he had given them an interview as well as the 
photograph. Yes, he knew Ivor Tesham, he'd met him on several 
occasions. Lloyd Freeman too. He wasn't prepared to say (he said) 
that he and Juliet had been divorced on Freeman's account, there 
were many factors that led to their breakup, but Freeman had 
certainly “appeared on the scene” very soon after their decree 
became absolute. He had moved in with her at her home in Queen's 


Park. Whether they were still together when the kidnap attempt was 
made in May 1990, he wouldn't care to say. 


A double-page spread, sprinkled with photographs, was devoted 
to a biography of Hebe. As is usually the way with beautiful women, 
she had often had her picture taken. There was a wedding 
photograph, Hebe in clouds of white clinging to Gerry Furnal's arm. 
There was a postnatal photograph, Hebe in bed with her baby in her 
arms, and another of her in a black dress with pearls. 


“The pearls, I suppose,” Iris said. “Surely Gerry Furnal didn't give 
them those pictures. Surely he wouldn't, not her husband.” 


“Come to that, who gave them the story? Who told them all that 
stuff?” 


I drove Juliet home at about six. I was crawling slowly along 
through Westminster when we saw the crowd ahead of us. It was 
their spilling over into Marsham Street that was causing the traffic 
holdup. We passed Ivor's house, necessarily slowly, and Juliet 
turned her head to look at them, the press pack, the media with 
movie cameras, the photographers. The house faced directly onto 
the street, with short pillars linked by a chain rather than a front 
garden separating it from the roadway. The reporters were inside 
the chain, pressed against the front wall and downstairs windows. 
They left only half the roadway accessible to traffic and one of them 
was sitting on top of a van illicitly standing on the yellow line. 


“T can't go in there, Rob,” Juliet said in an unnaturally high voice. 


I turned down the next street on the left, came out onto Millbank 
and found a place to park on the Embankment. She would have to 
come back with me, I said, and we'd better get hold of Ivor too. 
Would he be there for the evening vote? She said she was sure he 
would be. In the bar, probably. Her gentle, loving tone took away 
any sting there might have been. 

“It must have been like this for Gerry Furnal,” she said, “before 
they thought it was Kelly Mason that Lloyd and Der-mot were after. 
I mean, the media outside like that, persecuting him.” 


She had a mobile phone with her and from the car she called the 
Commons and left a message for Ivor to phone her urgently. He 
phoned and he turned up at our house at about eight, having taken 
a taxi all the way. The children, especially Nadine, enjoy having 
people to stay and were all over Juliet. Much as I love my daughter 
and my sons, I know this kind of attention can be irritating when 
you're anxious about something quite other, but Juliet was perfect. 
She behaved with them as if there was nothing she would like better 
than conversing with them to the exclusion of everyone else until 
bedtime came. Nadine insisted on taking her upstairs to see the 
bedroom where she and Ivor would sleep, instructing her in things 
she undoubtedly already knew, like how to turn on the bed lamps 
and which tap the hot water came out of. 


Ivor and I went into the study, taking our drinks and the bottle 
with us. It's not really a study, at least in the sense that Iris and I do 
any studying in it or any work at all, but it's a quiet haven with 
appropriate leather armchairs and a desk of sorts, and the children 
aren't allowed beyond the doorway. 


“No one's said a word to me in the House.” 


“It's been more about Juliet than you,” I said. “It's been more 
about Hebe.” 


“So far. My biography will start tomorrow. We'll have to go home; 
there's no escape. We'll just brave those people and that's all there is 
to it.” 


“Just out of interest, why did you get to know the Lynches? 
You've never really told me.” 


“Dermot—he was on my conscience. As soon as I knew he was 
going to survive. You didn't think I'd got a conscience, did you, 
Rob?” 

That's not the sort of question I ever answer. “Now tell me why 
really?” 


He laughed. It wasn't much of a laugh, more a dry sort of barking 
sound. He closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them 
he smiled. “I wanted to know what sort of a state he was in, 


whether he could ever tell the police that I was the ‘mastermind! 
they were looking for. By the time I knew he couldn't I'd met Sean 
and his old mum, I was going to give them money and it was too 
fucking late.” 


“There was a bit of conscience in it, then,” I said. 


At that point he said something which may have been original, 
though it sounded like a quote: “When a politician becomes ‘the 
story' he's no longer any use in politics.” 


Ivor orperep a taxi and the two of them went back to Glanvill Street at 
six in the morning. The press weren't there but they had turned up 
by seven. They mobbed Ivor when at last he came out and made 
Juliet cry when she appeared at a window. She thought they were 
going to break the window, but they didn't; they took photographs 
of her through the glass. 


Our morning paper came after Ivor and Juliet had gone. Not 
Gerry Furnal but Philomena Lynch and Sheila Atherton had both 
given interviews. Neither mentioned the kidnap attempt. The art 
less Mrs. Lynch, poor woman, mother of a probable criminal and 
murderer and of a disabled wreck of a man, all of which the paper 
exploited, said how Mr. Tesham had been a friend of her son 
Dermot. When Mr. Tesham heard that Dermot was “a cripple” he'd 
come to see them with his fianceé, Miss Case, and offered Dermot a 
pension, which he'd been paying ever since. He was such a generous 
man and very good and kind, with no side to him. As for Miss Case, 
she was a lovely girl. 


Sheila Atherton said that her daughter, the murdered girl, had 
worked as a children's nanny to Mr. Gerald Furnal because he had 
lost his wife and needed someone to look after his small son, Justin. 
His wife, Hebe, had been a “very close friend” of Jane's. They had 
been at university together. She had died in a car crash. Yes, she 
thought it was the car crash that took place somewhere in London 
on May 18, 1990, and she thought the driver was killed. But it may 
have been the other man who was in the car. “A colored man,” she 


called Lloyd, and I was surprised the newspaper printed those 
words. 


If you scrutinized this as Iris and I did, you could see that the link 
between Ivor and all this was that he had taken up with Juliet Case 
after her ex-boyfriend Lloyd Freeman was dead and that he had paid 
an allowance (a sort of disability pension) to the driver of a crash 
car in which Lloyd Freeman had been a passenger. Did the media 
even know what they were looking for? 


They kept it up through the Wednesday, mostly with repetition 
and a plethora of photographs. Ivor went into the department by 
day and into the House of Commons to vote. In the past he'd always 
walked to work and back, but that had become impossible. Thanks 
to the photographs, people recognized him; cameramen followed 
him, anxious for more shots to use next day, leaving enough of their 
number behind to catch Juliet if she dared emerge. Braving them 
was a frightening thing, because they crowded Juliet, thrusting their 
cameras into her face. Her being so beautiful and eminently 
photogenic didn't help. I suppose she hadn't been much of an actress 
or hadn't had the right agent, because surely if she had she would 
have somehow found her way to Hollywood. Perhaps she was just 
so nice and, oddly, so modest. Every photograph of her which 
appeared made her look perfect. There was no awkwardness in any 
of them, no lines of strain or moue of anger. In a single one she 
seemed distressed and had tears on her face and in that she looked 
only like the Tragic Muse. 

But why did they persist? Why did they keep the story going? 
Nothing new came out and two days went by. Iris said she thought 
that perhaps they were working on someone, persuading someone to 
say more, to confirm what they knew but dared not divulge without 
confirmation. 


On tHe rripay afternoon Ivor drove himself and Juliet to Ramburgh. It 
was a brave thing to do, first pushing through the reporters and 


photographers to get to the car. He told me afterward that getting 
Juliet through was the hardest part. 


He thought for a while, then, “No,” he said, “the hardest fucking 
part was not giving that Sun guy a sock on the jaw. Lovely 
expression that, don't you think? Does anyone say it anymore?” 


I said it was a very good thing he hadn't and felt like a prig. 
Braver, though, was facing his constituents in Morning-ford and this 
he did on Saturday. He held his surgery as usual. Someone asked 
him why he was paying a pension to a man whose injuries 
happened through his own careless driving. It wasn't the sort of 
question constituents should ask when they came to their MP for 
help, but Ivor answered it or, rather, he said that no charge had ever 
been brought against Dermot Lynch, so it was impossible to say if 
his driving had been careless or not. By that time he had seen 
Saturday's newspapers, or one of them, the relevant one. 


It had a scoop. On its front page was an interview with a woman 
who called herself a friend of Hebe Furnal's but who wished to 
remain anonymous. 


I say he had seen the newspaper but he hadn't read the story in 
the sense of perusing it. The paper, which was regularly delivered to 
Ramburgh House, where my mother-in-law was, of course, living, 
was The Times, but the one which had scooped the rest Ivor picked 
up after he'd parked his car in the Market Square of Morningford. 
He saw the headline, the picture of Hebe, and he read the first line 
of one of the paragraphs in her account of things. Then his agent 
came down the steps to greet him and he had to run the gauntlet of 
the people waiting to see him. 


Presumably, Gerry Furnal had refused to speak to them and so 
had his wife, Pandora. When I saw the paper and read the story, I 
found myself hoping against hope (in soppy-father mode) that 
Hebe's son, Justin, was too young to understand any of it and that 
no one would ever tell him of it. 


Ivor went back to Ramburgh House. He had no local engagement 
that evening and none on the Sunday. Going home to London on the 


Sunday morning was an option and he decided to take it. By then he 
had read the anonymous woman's interview with a journalist twice 
while sitting in his car, parked in a farm gateway on a quiet stretch 
of lane. Much of what she said was untrue or, at best, half true. She 
talked of Hebe's promiscuity, her spending of her hardworking 
husband's money on “other men.” Hebe had neglected her child, she 
said, in order to meet her lover “two or three times a week” and had 
often not returned home until “the small hours.” He had given her a 
pearl necklace worth seven thousand pounds, which she had told 
her husband came from the British Home Stores. Ivor's name wasn't 
mentioned—the anonymous woman didn't know it—only that 
Hebe's lover was “an important man in government,” which, at that 
time, he was not. Ivor read the interview a third time. When he 
came once more to the bit about how he was supposed to have met 
Hebe so often he said aloud, “I should have been so lucky.” 


It was a fine sunny day, warm for October. He could see the 
fields, not yet plowed, white with chamomile flowers where the 
barley had been. I'm not saying this to add color to my narrative. 
This is the way he described things as he sat there reading and 
rereading that paper. 


He didn't show it to Juliet or his mother. He was an English 
gentleman, enough of the old school in spite of his outré sexual 
carryings-on, to feel it right to keep unpleasant things from women 
if he could. Of course they must know it and know it soon, but not 
yet, not on this glorious day. He ate his lunch, not drinking too 
much till the evening. He and Juliet went for a walk, through the 
grounds of Ramburgh House, across the fields to the river and back 
by the lanes and the village. I know it well; Iris and I have done it 
many times. 


Sometime that evening, in preparation for his departure next day, 
he must have gone into the room next to the boot room at the back 
of the house and fetched what he needed to take back to London 
with him in the morning. 


Wuiz ivor was Sitting in his car on the way back from Morningford, 
Sheila Atherton, Jane's mother, was in her daughter's flat, where she 
found Jane's diary under the floorboards. I know it was at the 
precise time, or at any rate on the precise morning, because she told 
Juliet the date and the time of her discovery when she sent her a 
copy. She had been walking about the one-room flat when she 
noticed how a floorboard creaked as she crossed a certain point. 
Jane's flat wasn't carpeted but scattered with rugs. She moved one 
of these rugs, lifted a loose floorboard and found the diary, sheets of 
A4 paper clipped together. 


If they ever knew about it, the press must have longed to get hold 
of the diary. They never did. Sheila Atherton handed it to the police, 
though not apparently for quite some time. After all, they had Jane's 
murderer in custody, which must have been the result of what she 
told them Jane told her about him and his attack on her. Why did 
she send the copy she made of the diary not to Ivor, but to Juliet? 
Malice? Revenge? I don't know. You will have seen by now Jane's 
hatred of Ivor and contempt for him and also the light it sheds on so 
many dark corners and imponderables. It was because she sent it to 
Juliet that I have been able to include it, or parts of it, in this 
account, having first secured Mrs. Atherton's permission as holder of 
the copyright. 


What happened to Hebe's clothes? Those presumably sexy, lap- 
dancer's, embarrassing clothes that poor Jane put on to see how she 
might entice the window cleaner. Was she wearing them when Sean 
Lynch made his way in? Perhaps her mother found them in the 
suitcase in the cupboard and threw them away out of shame. 
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M enhellion had cleverly never mentioned Sean Lynch, yet his 
name seemed to underlie every line. It was all there too, in an 
experienced journalist's synopsis. We left it to Ivor to get in touch 
with us, or we did so until the Sunday evening and we had heard 
nothing. At about seven he phoned us and, hastily getting hold of a 
babysitter, paying her double time, I drove us to Westminster. 


His mother and Juliet had done what he asked and Ivor was 
alone. He'd aged ten years. His hair hadn't turned white overnight 
because, contrary to popular belief, that doesn't happen, but there 
seemed more gray in it than when I'd last seen him. He'd eaten 
nothing since he left Ramburgh at nine that morning but he'd put 
away a good deal of whisky and had moved on to red wine. Iris 
found the fridge well stocked with food by prudent Juliet and she 
made us sandwiches. 


“Someone will ask a question in the House tomorrow,” Ivor said. 

“And you'll be there?” 

“Oh, yes,” he said, as if it were a foregone conclusion. “It'll be that 
cliché about ‘we who are about to die salute thee' crap. I wonder 
why those poor old Christians bothered to say that. I wouldn't if I 
were about to be eaten by a lion. I'd tell the emperor to fuck off.” 

“D'you think you'll be eaten?” 

“Of course. It's the end of me, Rob. I've become the story. No 


secretaryship of state now. I'll never get into the Cabinet. No re- 
election. They won't like this in Morningford.” 


I asked where Juliet was and he told us she'd stayed behind in 
Ramburgh. “I considered just breaking things off with her, you 


know. Tell her it wasn't working out. It's been nice knowing you and 
please keep the ring.” 


“You wouldn't do that,” Iris said, aghast. 
“Well, I didn't. I only said I'd considered it.” 


We ate the sandwiches, or Iris and I did. Ivor took one but didn't 
eat it. He opened another bottle of Burgundy and said he'd probably 
have a hangover in the morning. 


“But that may be no bad thing. It will distract me.” 


The expensive babysitter phoned then and said Adam was crying 
and complaining of pains in his stomach, so we had to go. We left at 
once, Iris already overanxious. There was nothing wrong with 
Adam. He shut up when he saw us, so I suppose it was a ploy to 
fetch us home. But I wished we could have stayed longer with Ivor. I 
hated leaving him alone. He shook hands with me and kissed Iris, 
which were most unusual actions, but he was already half drunk 
and I thought that must account for it. 


We didn't sleep much, either of us. After trying to get to sleep, I 
went downstairs and picked up a book I'd been reading all day, on 
and off, in an effort to distract myself from Ivor's troubles. I have 
often thought about English gentlemen in literature and the recourse 
to which certain authors drive them, and here in this Dorothy L. 
Sayers novel was a classic example of the very thing. It was The 
Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club and toward the end Dr. Penberthy 
faces disgrace, a trial and, in those days, execution. I'm going to 
quote from it because it was extraordinarily apt, though of course I 
didn't know that at the time. 


“Dr. Penberthy,” said the old man, “now that that paper is in Lord Peter 
Wimsey's hands, you understand that he can only take the course of 
communicating with the police. But as that would cause a great deal of 
unpleasantness to yourself and to other people, you may wish to take another 


way out of the situation ... If not—” 


He drew out from his jacket pocket the thing which he had fetched. 


“If not, I happen to have brought this with me from my private locker. I am 
placing it here, in the table drawer, preparatory to taking it down to the 


country tomorrow. It is loaded.” 


“Thank you,” said Penberthy. 


I finished the book, which, by the way, was what people who 
know about such things call “a good read,” and went back upstairs. 
Iris was still not asleep; a wakeful child—it was Adam—had joined 
her and very pretty they looked with their arms round each other. It 
was ten past four. I carried Adam back to his bed. Should we phone 
Ivor in the morning, I asked Iris, or would a call from us just be a 
nuisance to him? When someone close to you is in the sort of 
trouble he was in, you don't want to let him feel isolated or feel that 
you don't care. We phoned. He said he'd slept a bit, more than he'd 
expected, and the strange thing was he'd woken up feeling quite 
fresh and calm, not a trace of a hangover. 


“T won't drink before I go into the chamber. I'll have a drink 
afterward.” 


“Ts it certain it's going to happen?” 

“Oh, yes,” he said. “As luck will have it, I have a statement to 
make and once I've made it, while I'm still at the dispatch box, some 
Opposition backbencher will ask me if there's any truth in the 
Menhellion story. It goes without saying. That is what will happen.” 

I asked him what he'd say. 


“Christ knows. Well, I suppose I do know. I'll tell the truth. I have 
to. I'm not getting into that sort of shit, lying to the House of 
Commons. I'll tell the truth, but it won't necessarily be the whole 
truth.” 


“Will the whole truth have to come out?” 


“You know, Rob, I don't think it will. I really don't think it ever 
will.” 


That should have alerted me, that should have rung an alarm, but 
it didn't. I listened to the Today program on Radio Four. It devoted a 
full five minutes to the Lynches, the Furnals, and Jane Atherton, 


with an aside that Ivor Tesham, the Air Power Overseas Minister, 
would have some explaining to do and that, though invited, he had 
been unwilling to come on the program. I listened to all that and 
then I went to work. When I got there I read a selection of the 
morning papers. They were full of follow-up stories, including life 
histories of the Lynch family and Sheila Atherton's account of her 
dead daughter's school and university days, a boy friend called 
Callum and another who was the son of a wealthy glass 
manufacturer. Gerry Furnal maintained his dignified silence. What 
the point was in showing a large photograph of his new baby, I have 
no idea. I suppose Pandora, silent and otherwise reserved, gave it to 
the newspaper with pride. 


I coup easy have found out exactly what happened in the Commons 
that day but I didn't. By the time the paper came next day I couldn't 
bear any more. Did Ivor have notice of the question the Labour 
backbencher Mark Saddler intended to ask him? Do they have to 
table a question like that or can they just get up and ask it? I don't 
know. But I do know what Ivor said, because it was headlines. It 
was on television and radio; it was everywhere. 


Saddler was a notorious anti-royalist and well known for his 
derisive wit. At each State Opening of Parliament, when Black Rod 
summoned the Commons “to attend Her Majesty in the House of 
Peers,” he regularly shouted out some ribald comment, insulting the 
Queen over her expenditure or the conduct of her children. He was 
notorious as a troublemaker and an enfant terrible. 


It must have been known by the afternoon that something 
exciting and probably of political significance was about to happen. 
The House was packed, no room left on those ribbed green leather 
benches. After Ivor had read his statement—something pedestrian 
about the cost of an episode in the Balkan wars—Saddler got up and 
asked him if he had anything to say about the implications of a 
report in The Times of that morning. I suppose everyone thought 


Ivor would prevaricate, bluster perhaps, or say he had no comment 
to make. He did neither. 


The dispatch boxes in the Commons are of polished wood with 
dull brass fittings. Slightly to the right of them, on the table, lies the 
mace, symbol of royal authority. On his feet at the dispatch box, he 
said, “The honorable gentleman is quite right to ask this question. 
The allegations are true. Certain details are incorrect but the 
account of what I did is substantially true. Hebe Furnal was my 
mistress. I did arrange her abduction, though not against her will. I 
am paying a pension to the driver of the car, Dermot Lynch, brother 
of Sean Lynch, at present on remand for the alleged murder of Jane 
Atherton.” 


What happens in Parliament being privileged, Ivor could mention 
Sean Lynch with impunity. A gasp had gone up (according to the 
newspaper) from all sides of the House. It turned into a roar like 
that of hounds baying in pursuit of some hunted creature. But Ivor 
was no fox or hare and, in his peculiar way, I think he must have 
enjoyed it. Perhaps, then, he knew the answer to why those 
Christians gave their humble yet defiant salutation to the emperor. I 
imagine he looked round at the benches, at the ranked faces, the 
yelling mouths, with the same kind of panache. Then he sat down. I 
suppose there was some discussion, more questions perhaps, but 
when the Speaker moved on to the next business he walked out. His 
departure met with utter silence. 


He walked home. It wasn't very far. According to his cleaner, who 
had left about an hour before, not a single reporter or photo grapher 
had been outside since Ivor had left for the House at lunchtime. 
They would be back, of course, in greater numbers than ever now, 
but when Ivor let himself into his house, none of them was there. 
The action was all happening inside the Palace of Westminster. 


I wasn't there either. I was in my office in the City, unable to 
concentrate on anything much, wondering if the question Ivor had 
predicted would be asked, wondering what he'd say. Iris was at 
home with the children, or, rather, fetching Nadine from infant 


school, with one little boy on foot and the other in the pushchair. At 
Ramburgh House, Juliet was keeping my mother-in-law company. 


Because we weren't there, I don't really know what happened, but 
there are things one can deduce. I'd say that the first thing Ivor did 
was take from his desk drawer the will he had made the previous 
week. Juliet told me later that he had had an appointment with his 
solicitor on the Friday, on the morning of the day they drove to 
Ramburgh. This will, correctly signed and witnessed, he left on top 
of his desk, making sure it was the only item there. After that, he 
drank some whisky from a bottle of Jack Daniel's. I don't know why 
he drank Jack Daniel's. He once told me he didn't like it, he 
preferred Scotch, but perhaps that was all part of it. It didn't much 
matter what he did or what he liked at that point, though it had to 
be whisky because that is what a “very important man” drinks when 
anesthetizing himself for what lies ahead. 


He went up to a spare bedroom, where he had hidden, on the 
Sunday night, the thing he had brought back from Norfolk. This was 
a twelve-bore shotgun. It wasn't loaded. Ivor would never have 
carried a loaded gun of any kind, not even when setting out to shoot 
something. Ammunition was in another desk drawer. He loaded the 
gun. 


By this time, according to a neighbor, the media were back. Ivor 
could have seen them from one of his front windows and he 
probably did. If they hadn't been there, I believe he would have put 
the gun back into the boot of his car and driven off to some 
secluded place. He once said to me, years before, that if he wanted 
to kill himself he wouldn't do it at home because that would 
contaminate (that was the word he used) the house for future 
occupants. But he couldn't get out to his car. There was a reporter 
sitting on his doorstep. There was no help for it but to do it in this 
house and I think the fear of “contaminating” the place was his 
reason for choosing a small room on the lower ground floor. This 
was part of a suite of bedroom, sitting room, and bathroom intended 
for live-in help but which he and Juliet had never used. Ivor went 


into the bedroom, unfurnished but for an old sofa Juliet had brought 
with her from Queen's Park. 


He didn't shut the door. I suppose he was anxious not to make it 
too difficult for his body to be found. He sat on the sofa, stuck the 
gun between his knees and, placing his head in the line of fire, 
pulled the trigger. 
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I t's called the pathetic fallacy, isn't it, the tendency to credit nature 
with human emotions? The day was so mild, the autumn sky so 
blue, this sunny weather that I saw as indifference, as an affront to 
Ivor's downfall. I had read the evening paper in my office, called 
Iris, and set off for Westminster. It was just after half past four. 


Before I left I'd tried to phone Ivor but both his home phone and 
his mobile had been left on message. He'd be at home, I knew that. 
Where else would he have gone? I saw the reporters and the 
cameramen as I turned into Glanvill Street and when it was clear I 
meant to get into Ivor's house they crowded me. I told them I was 
Ivor Tesham's brother-in-law but I knew nothing. I didn't even know 
where he was. 


“In there,” a woman said. “The guy next door saw him go in.” 


She actually held on to me, clutching my jacket, while I rang the 
bell. I rang and rang until it was pointless to keep on. That was 
when I cursed not having a key to this house, but why should I have 
had one? I pushed my way back through the crowd. Helen, his 
cleaner, worked at a place at the end of the street most afternoons. 
Juliet had told me that, I don't know why. The reporters followed 
me as, praying that this was one of Helen's afternoons, I rang the 
doorbell, but no one was at home. That was when I remembered 
Martin Trenant, the QC who lived next door. 


He wouldn't be at home, of course. He'd be in court somewhere. 
And even if he was at home, why would he have a key? I battled 
back down the street, carried along by the press pack, one of the 
cameras actually knocking me on the head, while reporters asked 
me what I was doing and where I was going. On Trenant's doorstep I 


held my breath and thought I must be hallucinating when he 
opened the door. 


Surveying the press calmly, letting me in and closing the door 
smartly on everyone else, he said, “I think my wife has a key, only 
she's in Lisbon.” Was the woman never at home? “I'm sure we can 
find it.” 

It was hanging on a hook inside a clothes cupboard. We forced a 
passage through the reporters, Trenant shouting at them in a 
commanding voice to clear out of our way. We managed to get in 
and managed too not to let any of the media people in with us. The 
house seemed to be empty. It was insufferably stuffy, the air barely 
breathable. In that big open-plan living room where I'd met Sean 
Lynch at the house-warming party, I saw Ivor's will lying on top of 
the desk and read the first line: [ Ivor Hamilton Tesham of Canning 
House, Glanvill Street, Westminster, London SW1, hereby revoke all 
other wills ... 


Like a fist closing, my heart seemed to squeeze. I said to Trenant 
to try upstairs. He'd had the key, it had been very good of him to 
come, to struggle through that hell and push in here, but I didn't 
want him with me. I half knew what I should find and I wanted to 
find it alone. Full of dread, he as much as me, I think, we went 
upstairs. That was when I remembered what Ivor had said about 
contaminating a house, so he wouldn't have done it in his bedroom, 
not in that pretty bedroom Juliet had made into a boudoir of white 
lace and pale blue satin. He hadn't done it upstairs at all. 


It was cooler down in the basement, cool and dim. This floor was 
never used. All the more reason for him to have used it and there 
we found him, lying sprawled across Juliet's old sofa in what he had 
called “the maid's room.” Trenant glanced at him, cool as ever, and 
went back upstairs to phone the police, not hesitating, asking me 
nothing. 

Ivor's head was a mass of blood and blood was still coming from a 


wound above his right ear. The shotgun he'd used was on the floor. I 
went up to him very slowly, terribly afraid I might vomit. The blood 


was coming, so he wasn't dead, he couldn't be. I touched his hand, 
warm still. I tried to find a pulse but had no idea where to locate it 
on his wrist. Still holding his hand, I turned away—lI had to; I 
couldn't bear to look at that blood, leaking, dripping—and with his 
hand now held in both mine, I sat on the floor and heard myself 
sob. Then I began to cry like one of my own children stricken by 
some nursery tragedy. 


I was helpless but I didn't know how I could have helped. Why the 
ambulance crew came first I don't know. Maybe Trenant phoned 
them as well, but however it was, medical help was there before the 
police arrived. They carried Ivor out on a stretcher and covered in a 
blanket, the feral reporters wild with excitement, one of them 
shouting at me that he'd heard the shot. I went in the ambulance 
with Ivor and they gave him blood on the way to hospital. As soon 
as we got there, I phoned Iris and told her to come as they might 
need next-of-kin. Sayers's Dr. Penberthy had been more successful at 
killing himself but he had used a pistol while Ivor had used a 
shotgun, always a dodgy suicide weapon. That was the first time I'd 
used the word and at the same time I thought that the will he'd left 
was his own idea of a suicide note. 


He lay unconscious and “on the danger list” if there is such a 
thing. We were allowed to see him for a few minutes after they'd 
cleaned him up and put him on a transfusion of his own blood 
group. They didn't know if he'd live or die. When there was nothing 
more for us to do, we went home to our fidgety babysitter, who was 
desperate to get away and go out with her boyfriend. The next thing 
must be to call Louisa and Juliet or just Juliet and leave it to her to 
tell Louisa. 


“T ought to go and tell Mother myself,” Iris said. 


I said that even if she caught a train in the next hour she wouldn't 
get to Norwich before midnight. They would have to be told now, at 
once. 


“T'll do it,” Iris said. “I don't want to but it's the only way.” 


Before she could, Juliet phoned us. She was worried, desperately 
worried. She'd tried to phone Ivor after she'd seen the BBC early- 
evening news. Proceedings in the Commons chamber had been 
televised since 1989 and when she saw Ivor standing at the dispatch 
box and answering Saddler she'd been stunned. She'd found it 
unbelievable, “like an awful dream,” the kind where exemplary 
people find themselves in situations of filth and squalor. All this 
came out before she could be told and Iris was crying so much that I 
took the phone from her. 


“He's alive,” I said. “Hold on to that. You must tell his mother.” 
“Where did he do it?” 


It was like the guy in Macbeth who says, “By whom?” when he's 
told his father's been murdered. I used to think it an irrelevant 
remark to be made at that point but I didn't when Juliet asked 
where. Horrible as it was, appallingly distressing, she would want to 
see Ivor and this act of his in her mind's eye. I found out later the 
contents of that will. With the exception of Ramburgh House, in 
which his mother had a life interest, Ivor left everything he 
possessed to Juliet. 


His convaescence was a Close parallel to Dermot Lynch's case. Like him, 
Ivor lay unconscious for a long time but, as far as I know, no one 
was wishing him to die, as Ivor had wished for Dermot. His mother 
sat beside him for long hours, holding his hand. Juliet went every 
day and Iris and I nearly as often. I don't know exactly what he had 
done to himself when he pulled that shotgun trigger, only that he 
had damaged his brain. The consultant in charge of his case 
described it as being rather like the effect of a severe stroke but, he 
added, “It might have been a lot worse.” 


The fuss in the media might have been a lot worse too if Ivor 
hadn't made that suicide attempt. In part, it deflected the 
newspapers from any involvement he might have had in the kidnap- 
Jane Atherton-Lynch family—Furnal affair. Of course his action was 
inseparable from it, but for a few days his attempt to kill himself 


was predominant in every line. Then those articles by investigative 
journalists which news stories give rise to, particularly in the 
Guardian, began to concentrate on various aspects of the events: the 
kidnap (which most of the media now accepted was no kidnap), the 
Hebe Furnal—Jane Atherton friendship, the Lynch connection, the 
Freeman link with particular reference to Juliet, and the incapacity 
pension, which might be no pension but more likely was blackmail. 


The prospective Independent candidate for Imberwell, Aaron 
Hunter, wrote a vitriolic piece, citing and condemning sleaze among 
the Conservatives. Ostensibly, it mentioned various culprits but it 
was essentially about Ivor, what he called “the whiff of perversion” 
in the kidnap setup occupying several paragraphs. Hunter said 
nothing about his marriage to Juliet but other newspapers took him 
up on it, some congratulating him on his courage and honesty, one 
censuring him with violence on his cowardice in failing to say that 
Ivor Tesham's fianceé had been his first wife. Then the cry went up 
for an inquiry. A commission of independent people with no 
government or Conservative Party connections must be appointed to 
look into “the whole sorry affair.” And so it went on while Ivor lay 
insensible, linked to life by a series of tubes. 
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hat would have been Sean Lynch's fate if the police hadn't read 

that diary? The mandatory life imprisonment, I suppose, 
maybe fifteen years. Jane's diary, which Sheila Atherton eventually 
gave them, saved him. Of course nothing was ever revealed to the 
public about its existence. There was no outcry, no shouts about 
wrongful imprisonment. All that the police did was release Sean to 
return home to his mother and his brain-damaged brother. He 
wasn't the man they were looking for. His arrest had been the cause 
of the revelations about Ivor and his suicide attempt, yet Sean had 
done nothing unless you count forcibly ejecting Jane from his home 
where she had made her way in under false pretenses. 


He came out of the prison where he had been on remand a happy 
man, basking in the prospect of a hundred-thousand-pound offer 
from a tabloid newspaper for his “astoundingly frank and mind- 
blowing” story. If Ivor's condition had put an end to the Lynches' 
pension, they would scarcely have missed it. Though, in fact, it 
hadn't. He went on paying it for the rest of Dermot's life. 


Another thing I wondered about was if Ivor had inflicted that 
wound on himself knowing that it might well kill him, but if it 
didn't it would place him in a similar position to that of Dermot 
Lynch. He had a conscience, after all. He saw himself as the author 
of that poor man's sufferings and incapacity and the only thing for 
him to do about it was become like him. Iris said this was rubbish. It 
was sentimental, maudlin, and utterly unlike Ivor. Anyway, only 
some medieval saint would behave like that. Perhaps she is right, I 
don't know. 


An enormous fuss was made in the newspapers about the whole 
business of the birthday present, wild conjecture, surprisingly 


accurate assumptions, new revelations which were entirely the 
product of journalists' imaginations. But the inquiry that was always 
hinted at never happened, gradually it all died down and by the 
time Ivor came out of his coma it was seldom referred to. When it 
was, in feature articles about sleaze or news items revealing some 
other member's misdemeanor, he was always mentioned as “the 
disgraced MP Ivor Tesham,” a description he had once told us he 
dreaded. I doubt that he read these pieces. Having daily studied 
newspapers for years, he ceased even to glance at headlines. What 
the eye doesn't see the heart doesn't grieve over. 


But how did David Menhellion know that it was Ivor who had 
been Hebe's lover? We never knew but, though the diary didn't tell 
us, there was a hint in its early pages. About five years after I read 
this I happened to glance at a review of one of the previous 
evening's television programs. Menhellion, who had become a 
feature writer for a “quality” Sunday, had been invited on it as a 
guest reviewer and in the piece he wrote he referred to his own 
weakness for costume serials. Cozy domestic asides were becoming 
fashionable, so there was nothing unusual in a columnist bringing in 
his wife and her preference for docudramas. What was unusual was 
her Christian name, very uncommon then and now. Jane mentions a 
Grania as one of Hebe's friends and as Gerry Furnal's helper. It's not 
too far-fetched to think that they are one and the same and that the 
Grania Jane met in Irving Road, if not then married to Menhellion, 
may soon have become his girl-friend, happy to pass on to him what 
she deduced as to the identity of Hebe's lover or what perhaps Hebe 
herself had told her. 


Ir was a long time before Ivor recovered enough to go home. The 
wound to the side of his head, which had been covered in bandages 
while he lay unconscious, was at last exposed on a day in September 
when Iris and I visited the hospital. It was an ugly sight, enough to 
make you recoil and hope he hadn't seen. He has had several skin 
grafts since then but he still has a kind of furrow from his temple to 


his crown and no hair grows on it. As soon as he was back in 
Glanvill Street he applied for a special license and he and Juliet 
were married, the bridegroom seated in an armchair, wearing an 
immaculate suit and a woolly hat to hide the scar. 


Most newspapers carried a photograph from their archives of Ivor 
and Juliet taken when he first became a Minister of State. Variations 
on “Disgraced MP weds” were the captions above these pictures, but 
since newspapers were no longer delivered to his home, Ivor saw 
none of them. Juliet had longed for this marriage and now she had 
got it. Did it make her happy? She said she was happy. At thirty-six 
she was more beautiful than ever and in the spring she told us she 
was pregnant. She adored Ivor and said the happiest day of her life 
was when she told him he was to be a father. According to her, he 
wept for joy. I wonder. It's well known that victims of stroke or 
similar blows to the brain often cry very easily. I can only say that 
in all the time I've known him, I've never seen tears in his eyes. 


Was it the present Ivor or the memory of what he had been that 
Juliet loved? Though possibly not moved to tears, he was a changed 
man. Whether this change was due to the damage the shotgun had 
done to his brain, a straightforward trauma, or to the punishment he 
had suffered in the weeks and days before he tried to kill him self, I 
don't know. Recklessness was gone and panache and _ that 
callousness which had been so much a feature of his character, the 
indifference which had made him wish for Dermot's death and not 
grieve at all over Hebe's. He had done clever things and stupid 
things to save his skin and when it was stripped away he had 
become a little dull. Politics had been the breath of life to him and 
now he relinquished what he called “all that” apparently without a 
qualm. Now there could be no question of infidelity to Juliet. And 
“all that” included other indulgences. 


“T haven't had a drink since I came round,” he said to me. “I don't 
seem to fancy it.” 


“Many would envy you,” I said. 
“Would they?” 


He gave me a long steady look but said no more. I regretted that 
remark I'd made, but it was too late. Still, it had provoked nothing 
but a wistful inquiry. It might, instead, have brought on one of his 
rages, paroxysms of uncontrolled anger when he would shout and 
roar, often breaking some ornament by hurling it against the wall. 
Juliet may have been the recipient of some of this noisy violence, 
but if she was she never said so. She was entirely loyal to him in 
word and deed and, I'm sure, in thought too. 


One day, alone with Iris, he talked to her about his suicide 
attempt. “I know a lot of people think I didn't mean to kill myself,” 
she told me he'd said to her. “They're wrong. I did. I thought, I can't 
go on anymore with all that stuff going round in my head. 
Nothingness would be preferable. I suppose all would-be suicides 
think like that. That's the essence of it.” 


She asked him if he still felt like that. It was a num question, 
expecting the answer no, and that's what she got, but it wasn't 
unqualified. He answered her in that wistful way he often spoke in 
at that time. “No,” he said. “Oh, no. I have a lot of good things 
going for me now. And another thing, I've become an ostrich. I turn 
away and hide my head when unpleasant things happen. I turn off 
the radio and change TV channels. I shall never look at another 
newspaper. I save myself. I don't feel in the least tempted to know 
what's going on.” 

Out in the world where Ivor never went, more precisely in the 
constituency of Imberwell, the prospective Labour and Liberal 
Democrat candidates stood down to ensure that Aaron Hunter won 
the seat as an Independent. I suppose no one thought the 
Conservative candidate was a threat to him and indeed she wasn't. 
In the 1997 general election, on his antisleaze ticket, Hunter gained 
Imberwell with a majority of over twenty thousand. 


Long before that, in 1995, Ivor and Juliet sold the house in 
Glanvill Street and moved permanently to live at Ramburgh House. 
There was some question of their having a pied-a-terre in London 
but neither of them really wanted it and the house in Ivor's old 
constituency became their only home. Over the years Juliet has 


done wonders with the shabby gardens and now they are opened to 
the public on two days during May and June. Louisa and John never 
redecorated the place or refurbished the furniture but Juliet has 
done both, showing great taste and a flair for that sort of thing. A 
good many of the old portraits of ancestors whose names are long 
forgotten are gone and she and Ivor have replaced them with 
modern landscapes and a portrait of herself. She wears a full-length 
red silk gown and is seated, as some eighteenth-century lady might 
be, with her little daughter standing at her knee and her baby boy in 
her lap. 


Ivor, who had never been self-conscious, still less felt insecure, 
was sensitive about being recognized in public, especially if he 
walked about Westminster, which he had once or twice tried doing. 
Louisa Tesham gave up the house to him and Juliet, as she had 
always said she would when Ivor married. She went to live in the 
lodge that Ivor, in the time of his prosperity, had sometimes called 
“the dower house;” he did so no longer. He told me he felt quite 
differently about walking down to Ramburgh village stores or St. 
Mary's Church from how it was in London. Everyone spoke to him 
and no one stared. It was the same in Morningford and when he met 
the woman who had replaced him as member in the by-election— 
and who lost the seat to Labour two years later—she was courteous 
and charming and made no reference to his previous incumbency or 
his subsequent downfall. Imagine the old Ivor caring about someone 
else's manners or attitude to himself! 


Unlike certain other “disgraced” MPs, he didn't throw himself 
heart and soul into charity work or adopt some cause to champion. 


“T might run into Gerry Furnal again,” he said with a rare flash of 
his old sense of fun, “and have to call him out.” 


Something crazy like that was exactly the sort of thing he might 
have considered doing in his carefree days. More than anyone else 
I've ever known, I can picture him fighting a duel with swords. I'll 
correct that and say I can imagine the old Ivor in that role. In 
Ramburgh he embarked on what was to be a quiet life. He read a 
lot, began on the research for a life of Lord Palmerston, and, in a 


modestly luxurious kind of way, entertained old friends at the 
weekends and in the holidays. Juliet's daughter—I call her that in 
the mode Ivor had said was used by Evelyn Waugh—was born in the 
autumn of their first year at Ramburgh and her son a year and a day 
after the general election in which Labour enjoyed such a huge 
landslide. We too had our fourth and last child that year, a girl 
called Isabel, while Ivor and Juliet gave their children Christian 
names of irreproachable Conservative credentials: Lucy and Robert. 


There have been two coincidences over the years. If they are 
coincidences. Perhaps they should just be thought of as interesting 
happenings. My daughter Nadine's schoolfriend Hannah is going out 
with a boy called Justin Furnal, aged nineteen. It must be the same 
one. Philomena Lynch had a huge win on the National Lottery about 
five years ago and, according to the Evening Standard, bought with 
half the proceeds the house in Hampstead Garden Suburb once 
owned by Damian and Kelly Mason. Once more the Standard dug up 
all the dirt about Ivor and Hebe, the Masons and the birthday 
present, but Ivor up in Norfolk saw none of it. 


Dermot died in that house, a year or so after his mother bought it, 
and then Ivor ceased to pay the pension. She and Sean had no need 
of it. Sean has got married and, as far as anyone knows, has become 
an exemplary citizen. Of the fates of Sheila Atherton, Erica Caxton, 
and the Trenants I have no knowledge. Nicola Ross has married a 
Polish count and, like Ivor, has two children. But long before any of 
this, at the start of 1995, the police found the murderer of Jane 
Atherton. 


Conswerinc tury HAD had Jane's diary for several months by then, they 
took their time. Perhaps they had too little evidence to proceed. But 
Jane had been raped, so I would have expected tests to show 
beyond a doubt that he was guilty. But I don't know. My ignorance 
on these matters is as profound as that of most law-abiding men, I 
suppose. 


He was charged, appeared in the magistrates' court in February, 
and his trial took place at the Central Criminal Court in the 
following December. No one even remotely connected with this 
whole business had ever heard of him unless they had read Jane's 
diary. He was Stuart Thomas Higgs, twenty-eight, a window cleaner 
of Kensal Rise. 


At the trial details of his association with Jane came out. He had 
been employed by the managing agents of the building where her 
flat was to clean the residents' windows inside and out. His counsel 
suggested that she gave him great encouragement, which is not 
suggested by the diary. She seems, eventually, to have been 
attracted to him out of despair, out of resignation to her only hope 
of finding love and companionship. They went to a pub together, 
apparently drank a good deal, and she invited him back home with 
her afterward. As far as they knew. Anyway, he must have been in 
the flat with her. His counsel told the court that she consented to 
sex with him, then changed her mind. Higgs had no memory of 
what happened after that. He said he found himself with one of her 
kitchen knives in his hand and the two of them there on her bed in a 
pool of her blood. 


Higgs was sentenced to life imprisonment, as was mandatory, 
with a recommendation that he should serve a minimum of fifteen 
years. This means he should be out in three years' time. 


Unanswerep Questions REMAIN Would Jane have attempted to blackmail 
Ivor? It must have been a large sum she meant to extract from him 
if she expected to live on it for the rest of her life. She seemed very 
determined. Would Ivor have agreed to what she asked? I have 
never mentioned that aspect of things to him. As far as I know, he 
isn't aware of the existence of the diary. Juliet has read it but she is 
even less likely than Iris and I are to tell him of it. Why did Der-mot 
Lynch drive across that Hendon junction fast and against a red 
light? A suggestion was made when I told the tale to a psychiatrist 
friend of Iris's, heavily disguised and with the names changed, that 


Dermot, a single and perhaps celibate man, had been overstimulated 
sexually by tying Hebe up and putting handcuffs and a gag on her 
while his own face was covered. This would perhaps have led to his 
total loss of control. 


Having shown himself a master of drama in the handing back of 
the pearls, why did Gerry Furnal do nothing more? Why did he 
never speak to the media? Why did his wife never speak to them? 
Well, I have the impression he was always a quiet, reserved sort of 
man, the antithesis of what Ivor had been. As for her, no doubt she 
kept silent to please him. 


What became of the pearls? 


We spent last Christmas with Ivor and Juliet and their children at 
Ramburgh House. Over eighty by now, Louisa was there with her 
live-in carer and the Munros with their daughters. Some cousins of 
Iris and Ivor's came and Juliet's brother with his girlfriend, so we sat 
down twenty to Christmas dinner. Juliet, a little heavier than she 
had been— she always ate heartily—but as beautiful as ever, was in 
black with pearls. According to Ivor she had said she “didn't do 
pearls,” but here she was wearing a string of them, large flawless 
pearls. 


“Ts it the same one?” Iris whispered to me. 


I don't know. If it was it is perhaps a sign of the perfect accord 
between Ivor and his wife. 
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